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To Lara




Historical Note

England in 1654

In 1654, England was nominally a republic. The Civil Wars of the 1640s had resulted in Parliament’s execution, on 30 January 1649, of Charles I and the establishment of the English Commonwealth. The decisive factor in Parliament’s triumph over the King had been its military superiority in the shape of the New Model Army created principally by Sir Thomas Fairfax and Oliver Cromwell. Cromwell, an East Anglian yeoman and Member of Parliament, descended from the sister of Henry VIII’s notorious chief minister, was the supreme general of the Civil Wars. A military genius, he was also prone to bouts of almost manic energy and depression, and read success and failure alike as manifestations of the will of God.

As the Civil Wars had progressed, and the control of the Stuart administration over religious practice, the army, and censorship of a new and influential press was loosened, the new liberties led to extremes of fanaticism. Parliament and, increasingly, the generals who had led its armies, sought to reassert control with an ever-greater restriction on the freedoms of the people. The Commonwealth would reach its nadir in December 1653, when Cromwell’s supporters forcibly dissolved Parliament. A newly drafted constitution, the Instrument of Government, soon afterwards appointed him Lord Protector, affording him power virtually without limits. Resident in the former royal palaces of Whitehall and Hampton Court, Oliver Cromwell was King in all but name.

As their defeated supporters awaited the opportunity to restore Charles II to his father’s throne, the remnants of the Stuart royal family maintained their refugee courts in continental Europe. Their agents were at work throughout the Commonwealth period, as were those of the Commonwealth itself. Under Cromwell’s Protectorate, a virtual secret service was operated under the direction of John Thurloe, Secretary to the Council of State. Not only Royalists at home and in exile, but radicals and dissidents who found their voice and a means to express their views in the multiple news-books and the new milieu of the London coffee house, came under the close attention of Thurloe’s agents. England in 1654 was a place in which trust could be a dangerous idea.




Dramatis Personae



	Whitehall
	



	Damian Seeker
	Intelligence Officer in the Government of Oliver Cromwell



	John Thurloe
	Secretary to the Council of State



	John Winter
	Lieutenant in the New Model Army



	Lady Anne Winter
	John Winter’s Wife



	City of London


	





	Samuel Kent
	Old Parliamentary Soldier; Keeper of Kent’s Coffee House



	Grace Kent
	Samuel’s Niece



	Gabriel
	Coffee House Boy



	George Tavener
	Merchant in the City of London



	Mirjam Tavener
	George Tavener’s Wife



	Elias Ellingworth
	Radical Lawyer and Journalist



	Maria Ellingworth
	Elias’s Sister



	Will Fiddler
	Peddler



	Visitors to London


	





	Jakob Hendricks
	Dutch Scholar



	Archibald Campbell
	Scottish Minister



	Zander Seaton
	Scottish Soldier








Prologue

England, early in 1645, a village near Exmoor

In the village, gathered round their cold hearths, the people could hear their own breathing. Babies were swaddled tight, held fast against their mothers, that no sound might escape. Older children knew not to open their mouths, knew to make no movement. What men were left – too old, too young, too ill – stood in the doorways of their huts and cottages, whatever weapon they had managed to salvage or fashion for themselves gripped in trembling palms, for tonight it would be their turn, they knew it: the night-men were coming.

Through the darkness, across the Moor, they could hear them. Not a fire, not a light in the village for twelve nights now, and twelve grey dawns that told them they had been spared, one more time. The people of the village cared for neither Parliament nor King. It hardly mattered – still the beasts must be tended, the soil turned, the rents paid. But their lord had chosen his side, and tonight, for these people, it was the wrong one. They could hear the hooves coming closer, louder. Soon there would be the steam from the stamping beasts’ nostrils, the glint of moonlight off a cavalryman’s sword. But devastation might yet be averted, and only in one soul that night was there true panic. The men had had their meeting, twelve days since; they knew what would be demanded and they knew what would be done.

And it was done. And better forgotten.




One

London, 1654

Sixth year of the English Commonwealth and 
first of the reign of Oliver Cromwell, 
Lord Protector 
1 November

Damian Seeker read the words on the paper: three words, and a date. The cypher was intended to hide their meaning, but Seeker spent many hours in daylight and more in darkness uncovering things hidden. John Thurloe, Cromwell’s Secretary of State and master of a network of intelligencers that reached to every corner of Europe, had said nothing as he’d handed him the paper. He hadn’t needed to, for there was only one matter of business between Thurloe and Seeker, only one thing of interest to either of them: the safety of the Protector.

It was late, and Thurloe, who had much business yet to attend to, did not linger; he had done what was required in this matter, and he could forget about it. A plot, one in ten, a hundred, a thousand, to unseat, remove, put an end to the Protector, but this one would die in its birth pangs, for in a world where men believed in everything and nothing and where madness walked the streets declaring itself sanity, Thurloe knew Damian Seeker believed in the only thing that mattered: Seeker believed in Cromwell.

After the Secretary had left, Seeker considered a long while. He pictured the wherry that was always waiting for him, at the foot of Whitehall Stairs, but he preferred the solid, tangible feel of stone and hard-packed mud underfoot to the dark and shifting infinity of the river. The smells of the night air told him things, the noise of closing doors, creaking shutters, the hasty snuffing out of a candle took their place in his head, waited their turn to make their revelation. He walked in his mind the streets and alleyways that would take him to the place named on the paper. Through each he heard the sound of his own boots reverberate in what passed for the silence of the city at night, he saw faces appear at windows, caught the end of whispers passing through courtyards, up stairs: take care, the Seeker is about. And tongues that might otherwise be loose would pay heed and silence themselves a while, lest they be heard by the Seeker. No, he would bide his time yet. He would send another.

He picked up the paper and passed his eyes one time more over its contents. A new cypher: every time a new cypher, for fear of mishap, discovery, betrayal. And there would always be one or the other, for men were fools. Three words this time, and a date, tomorrow’s date. ‘Again,’ he said to himself as he held the paper to the flame of the one candle that burned in his chamber. The flame consumed it carefully, thoroughly. Letter by letter, symbol by symbol, and it was gone, ashes. But Seeker did not trust even to ashes; he swept them from the table and poured water over them, grinding the grey mess into the grain of the wood under his heel.

*

Far away, in the heart of the town, in the garret of a house in Dove Court, between Poultry Street and the Old Jewry, the scratch of Elias Ellingworth’s pen across paper was never-ending, like the rats scrabbling amongst the rafters, night after night. Word after word, multiplying, going out into the city, running by its lanes and alleyways into homes, into mouths, into minds. Not just of the merchants and traders, the hawkers, apprentices and masters of the city, not just in the alehouses and taverns and coffee houses and across the Exchange floor, but westwards, past St Paul’s, down, swirling in and through the Inns of Court, caught in the mists rising from the river, whispering their way along and through the fine households of the Strand, of Pall Mall, and at last to the great palaces of Whitehall, and Westminster. So travelled Elias Ellingworth’s words, and there they fell like specks of dust to be swept aside into unseen corners, or caught up in the providential fury of the Lord Protector’s wrath.

It was cold, it was always cold, the warmth of their supper long since forgotten. Elias coughed and the pen juddered in his hand, leaving a streak upon the page; the rats paused in their scrabbling a moment, and through the brief silence of the city, he could hear the soft breathing of his sleeping sister.

Elias wondered what dreams Maria might have, that she slept so sound, what dreams could be left, for she, it seemed to him, had never been naïve, as he had been. He allowed himself a smile as he recalled his nineteen-year-old self, going through the portals of Clifford’s Inn for the first time, fired with all the enthusiasm of youth rather than the disillusionment of a man of near thirty. Clifford’s had not been in the best of repair even then. Weeds grew through the cracks in the outer walls, and here and there a bush seemed, incredibly, to have taken root in high corners and gutterings between the sloping tiles. Rooks lodged ominously on the roof, looking down on the young men in the courtyard below, like elderly doctors of law waiting to pronounce their judgments. And still, there was learning in these very stones, and the right principles of the law. Elias loved the place, for all its faults, for all the dankness, the stench from the Fleet, the cavalcade of poverty and sin that passed on the street outside. He would have been living there now, eking a living from teaching students, strolling with his fellows in the small garden in the evening, debating the issues of the day, had it not been for Maria. But when their father had followed their mother to the grave, Elias’s choice had been to take his sister under his care, or leave her to live on her wits. It had been no choice – for all her wits, he could not have abandoned her to the great maw of the city alone. And so, he had moved out of his homely chamber at Clifford’s, and away from its comforting fellowship, and taken his young sister to live in this garret, promising that one day he would be a great man, and that the cream of the city’s bachelors would be queuing up for her dowry.

But Elias was not a great man, and though they might pause and turn their heads in the street to look a second time upon the striking girl with the jet-black hair and eyes that might have belonged to a Castilian princess, the cream of the city’s bachelors had not found their way to the crumbling stairway of Dove Court and the proud young woman who would never have a dowry.

The rats began to scrabble in the rafters again; Maria pulled the thin blankets tighter round her as she turned in her sleep, and Elias took up his pen once more.

*

In Whitehall, it was never silent; Lady Anne Winter knew that: there were always feet marching, echoing somewhere in its never-ending corridors. Soldiers – cornets, captains, lieutenants-general – marching by twos, helmets under their arms like Roman legionaries on their way to pay homage to the Caesar of whom they had long since begun to tire. Or softer feet, quieter feet, of men shuffling in corners, doorways, looking about them for those who might listen to their words, their careful whispers, these men accustomed once to declaim in Westminster. But Westminster, with its chambers for Lords and Commons, was a place only of echoes and muted voices now, for those men had shown themselves to be ignorant of the mind of God. Indeed, only one man in this great English Commonwealth, it had appeared at last, knew the mind of God.

Anne Winter could see him now, Cromwell, far, far along those corridors from her apartments, along many passageways, around many corners, up countless steps. Across courtyards, beneath archways, through doorway after doorway until at last there he was, in all his coarse, be-warted glory: his sparse, wiry hair and ill-fitting clothes, his monstrous nose perhaps the only noble thing about him – this country squire, this rough-shod soldier, this scion of a brewer’s line who sat now where once Tudor, Stuart, had sat; this man, this Cromwell, who had taken upon him the trappings of a king.

Lady Anne looked from her mind’s eye back to the mottled glass in front of her, and began to pull the brush through her hair. She did not know the woman looking back at her, and had not the interest in her life to enquire any further. The brush had been a gift from her mother, years ago now, ivory, with her own initials worked in silver scroll beneath the family crest. She laid it down before the glass and snuffed out the one light there was to see by. Her husband would be somewhere in this vast morass of buildings, attending night councils, taking orders, giving orders, rising, ever rising, in the service of the Protector. The night was freezing, a hard frost threatening to stop the relentless river beneath her window, and her bed would be cold again tonight, but it did not matter; she preferred it that way. She would pretend to be asleep, whenever he came in at last, making as little noise as possible as he removed his boots, his sword, all the trappings of his rank. He would touch her hair, her face, gently, and she would remain rigid, as stone. And then she would listen a while as he lay awake in the darkness, and know that in the morning some of the hurt would still be in his eyes.

*

In Samuel Kent’s coffee house on Birchin Lane, the fire beneath the roasting pan and cauldron had long gone out, and the pots been cooled and cleaned and set back upon their hooks by Grace as they were every night, but the embers still glowed in the hearth by the serving table. The walls too, infused with the smoke from coffee pan and pipe tobacco, breathed some of their warmth back into the room, carrying with it aromas of far-off places, of chocolate from the Americas, coffee from the Levant, spices from the Indies and the Molucca seas, where cold and frost were not known, and men felt the warmth of the sun on their faces. As he had lain in a Cornish ditch ten years ago, half-dead with cold and hunger and the wound in his leg, Samuel Kent had vowed that should he live, he would never be cold again.

He moved quietly, so as not to disturb the boy, Gabriel, who slept soundly on his cot by the hearth, and whose dreams no doubt swirled with the voices, the prattle of the day: endless talking, rumour, news – prices, trades, gains, losses, the catastrophes of foreign armies, the absurdities of fashion, the duplicity of courts and kings, the petty adulteries of the great and the lowly – what could they mean to a boy of twelve who had never been further than the market at Leadenhall, the dock at Billingsgate? And yet they were his world, as he scuttled from counter to table with his pot, filling, refilling, cups, bowls, pipes, passing papers and news-books from one table to another, earning his cot by that fire and the roof over his head.

*

In her small bedchamber above the coffee room, Grace listened to her uncle go about his nightly routine of calling time on another day. She was happy. For all the world that passed by on their lane, for the murders, the robberies, the violent assaults and hangings that scandalised and entertained their patrons, day to day, as they drank their coffee and smoked their pipe, none touched her here. It was a continuing story, telling its tale again and again in the city, a background sound to the world of the coffee house.

And indeed, the world did come to the coffee house. A merchant had taken the time to tell her once how the beans she roasted and ground had travelled from Arabia by way of Constantinople and over many seas. How at that very moment, the Mussulmans of Cairo, the Paschas of Baghdad, the traders of Damascus and Aleppo were sitting, cross-legged in booths in the street or on cushions in opulent coffee houses in the bazaars and the midday shade of their mosques, drinking this very same brew. He had told her how the pots and bowls, the special, delicate finians, from which her patrons drank had been shaped and fired and painted by artisans across the China seas who did not know there was such a place as London, dark, damp and miserable, where a lovely young woman turned their wares in her fingers in awe. She did not need to travel the oceans: she held them in her hands.

And every day in the coffee house, there were new people. Some stayed and became regular customers, friends, drawn in by London, to belong, as she and her uncle had been, with no thought of returning again to where they had come from. Others lingered perhaps a few days, before they moved on. Others came once and were never seen again.

There was nothing in the news of the world that Grace did not know. She had even, over the last few years behind her counter, picked up a few words of Dutch, of Flemish, of French. She did not show it, but she practised them alone at night in her bedchamber, liking the rhythm of the alien words on her tongue.

‘What would I do without you, girl?’ Her uncle said it to her every day.

‘You’ll never need to know,’ she would answer him.

They had never been parted since the day, nine years ago, he had marched into Bristol with General Fairfax’s army, having flushed Prince Rupert’s occupying forces from the city, and found her, scrubbing pots and waiting tables at an inn by the cathedral precincts. Samuel delighted to tell the story to any who asked.

‘There she was, my brother’s girl, orphaned. Hadn’t seen her since she were nine years old, but I knew her straight away and she me, and that was that. The battle for the city had done for my leg, no mending this time. A barber-surgeon tried to break the bone and reset it – near lost me the damn thing – and that girl there held on to my hand the whole time, and has never left me since.’

The battle had finished the old parliamentary soldier for fighting, but the General had seen to it that he got his back pay, and he and Grace had gravitated towards London. They’d taken a tavern first, down by Blackfriars, but Grace hadn’t liked to be so close to Bridewell and all that misery, and then they had heard of the clean living there was to be made of selling the new, mesmerising brew from the Levant. To Samuel, the coffee pot, for the life it had given them, was an object of veneration. ‘We got ourselves in here, and here we do just nicely, do we not, my dear?’ he was fond of asking.

‘We do, Uncle,’ she would reply.

She had come close, once, to telling Elias the rest. But what good would it do to pass on to another the burden of her secret? Soon, she was sure, the words on foreign tongues, the gifts of far-flung worlds, brought on the winds to her uncle’s door, the smells and sounds of the coffee house would be all that was real to her, and all else become but a fable.

*

Downstairs, Samuel carefully put up the bolt on the coffee house door and snuffed out the candle above the sleeping boy, before ascending the wooden stair to his own chamber, his left leg dragging a little, as it had done last night and would tomorrow, for tomorrow would be little different from today, or so Samuel Kent thought.

But Samuel did not know of the ashes lying at the base of a candlestick somewhere else in the breathing, creaking darkness of London, ashes, cold now and ground to wet muck, that only an hour ago had been a note bearing three words, in cypher, that spelled out to its careful reader: ‘Kent’s coffee house’.




Two

At Kent’s Coffee House

2 November

Seeker was awake long before the first fingers of grey dawn light had begun to make their way through the cracks in his window shutters. It was not some tension, some anxious anticipation of the day to come and what it might hold that had woken him, but the desire to rein in his mind from its night-roaming. Awake, he could reassert his will over those things that, if they could not be forgotten, could at least be pushed for a few hours to where his thoughts had not the leisure to consider them.

In the daytime hours, and those of darkness when Thurloe’s business, Cromwell’s business, occupied him, he was surrounded by people: in the city, in his rooms at Whitehall, on horseback at the head of his troop, and yet none, not even Daniel Proctor, his trusted sergeant, could breach the defences he had set round himself. Few tried, none more than once. But here, in his own room, in his sleep, faces, voices from the time before he had known to set that barrier around himself, came to him. He woke, sometimes, to the sound of his own voice trying to call out, but he was determined that he would master that too, eventually.

*

On the Shoreditch road, two Scotsmen left their inn early. As ever, there were many travellers on that road, and few took the time to notice that the tall young man clad in a worn but well-cut suit of Flemish cloth and his older companion, who was dressed entirely in black, were wrong, somehow. The older man, thin and sallow-skinned, might have been a man of learning. The younger carried what luggage they had in two packs upon his back, like a soldier, and indeed, he had something of the air of a soldier, for he was certainly not a servant. Zander Seaton did not walk as a servant would, did not address the other as a servant might his master.

Something of the city had begun to seep into them long before they saw it. By the time they approached the Bishop’s Gate, they could feel the heat and the noise, the stench, of the great metropolis rise from its walls, past fields where women dried their linens and windmills turned, carrying the odours of every shade of humanity towards them on the breeze. Seaton glanced at his older companion. From their first sight of the sea of spires piercing the sky, and the naked steeple of the great church of St Paul’s rising on its hill above the rest, Archibald Campbell had not spoken, had not taken his eyes from the panorama unfolding before them. Only once, as they passed the crumbling, morose walls of a place called Bethlem, beyond whose gates they could not see, did the minister’s step falter, and a momentary shiver as of intense cold seem to possess him.

‘What is that place, do you think?’ he said at last.

Seaton knew. He had seen other such places in France, in Germany, Holland, Spain. God help them. ‘It is a hospital for the lunatic, the distracted, the sick of mind.’

The black-clad Campbell regarded it a moment before turning his eyes back to the road ahead of them. ‘I do not think so.’

And indeed, half an hour later it seemed that the madness was within the gates of the city and not without. In all his travels, Seaton had never known a place of such constant movement and noise. Smiths, carpenters, butchers, groaning and shrieking beasts, the calls of hawkers of every conceivable ware, and everywhere, the ringing of bells. The babble grew louder the further in they got, delivering themselves to a swarm of streets and alleys and strange cacophonic voices. Seaton listened to the great beast of the city that awaited him and thought how in its very bowels he might find his revenge.

*

The aromas from Samuel Kent’s roasting pan were already snaking their way down Birchin Lane to meet and mingle with those coming from Pasqua Rosee’s coffee house in nearby St Michael’s churchyard. Others ground their beans and heated their brew in The Rainbow on Fleet Street and The Postern by Moorgate. Samuel knew it did not matter: there was trade for them all, as merchants and traders from the Royal Exchange, lawyers from the Inns of Court, printers, booksellers, pamphlet-writers around St Paul’s, physicians, apothecaries, poets – all felt themselves compelled each day to their favoured coffee house, to take their dish and pipe and hear all the news and rumours of the world, arrange their trades, increase their business, practise their wit, have themselves seen, know what was to be known in London that day. There were those who thought the new beverage to be an abomination, the Devil’s drink, that the dark and smoky serving rooms were but precursors of the Hades to which their patrons would inevitably be consigned; they complained about the noxious smells and clouds of smoke from fire and roasting pan and pipe that enveloped the streets and lanes around a coffee house, warned of the sedition harboured within. Kent paid them no heed: most men were drawn there, eventually.

Samuel poured out a dish of coffee for the pale and shabbily dressed lawyer, Elias Ellingworth, who was laughing good-naturedly with a wealthy-looking merchant twenty years his senior.

‘We’d given up seeing you here again, George, when we heard you’d gone to Hull. How did you find it?’

George Tavener, another regular at Kent’s, grunted as he accepted a pipe from the coffee boy. ‘Miserable as one of Mistress Cromwell’s dinners and damned if I could sell the place.’

Ellingworth and Will Fiddler, a packman, laughed, but Grace, behind the serving counter, looked up warily. ‘You know we are to call her the Lady Protectress,’ she said quietly.

George Tavener looked about him. There were some new faces in the coffee house this morning, and you could never tell who might be a spy for the Council of State, sniffing out signs of sedition. ‘Aye, you’re right, Grace: this tongue of mine will land me in Newgate one of these days.’

‘More like the Tower for your treason,’ said Ellingworth.

‘Then we’ll hunker down together, Elias, for I don’t think Old Nol much likes the tenor of your pamphlets.’

‘Then he should remember what was fought for, and stop aping the king so many died to be freed of.’

‘Elias . . .’

‘Well, where is our liberty of conscience, our free parliament, equal access to the law?’

‘Elias,’ Grace cautioned again.

‘What? Did your uncle lame himself in the war that we might bow and scrape to a Huntingdon housewife?’

‘Ach,’ said Samuel good-naturedly as he lifted the grill pan from the fire and poured the beans into a pestle for the boy to crush, ‘I lamed myself because I was too stupid to do anything else.’

Tavener shook his head. ‘You have never been stupid, Samuel, although,’ and he took his pipe from his mouth and pointed with it to something on the wall a little behind Samuel’s head, ‘the standard of decoration in here gets no better.’

Samuel looked again at the landscape of ancient church and churchyard that he had hoped might lend the right degree of gravitas to his establishment. It had pleased him on sight: the huge skies and desolate moor beyond had reminded him of his native West Country, as had the poor fellow who’d sold it to him.

‘You don’t like it?’

Tavener snorted. ‘If you had wanted something for the walls you should have come to me. I have boats in and out to Amsterdam every other week, and I know every dealer in the place. I tell you, Holland is brimming full with poor fellows who would sell you a masterpiece for the price of those daubings, is that not so, Mijnheer?’ His appeal was to the soberly dressed Dutchman who had come in but half an hour earlier, and with whom, in the way of the coffee house, he and the packman had already made it their business to become acquainted.

Jakob Hendricks attempted diplomacy. ‘Perhaps a Dutchman would not have painted an English scene so well.’

‘What?’ scoffed Tavener. ‘When Dutchmen have so thoroughly painted our kings!’

Hendricks looked uncomfortable and bowed his head to the merchant. ‘I am a mere scholar. I know little of art.’ He turned his attention away from the painting, and engaged the packman in a conversation about where certain books he sought might be found at the best prices, while Tavener regaled the rest with his thoughts on the relative merits of van Rijn and van Dyke, of de Hooch and Vermeer.

Samuel Kent smiled as he bent once more to fill the roasting tin. All was well: George Tavener could always be trusted to turn the talk of the coffee house away from the path of sedition. The regime had eyes and ears everywhere, in the very court of the exiled King even, it was rumoured, so that a man might barely speak free with his neighbour. This hard-won liberty was a fearful thing.

And there were other strangers in the coffee house today. When the door opened in from Birchin Lane, Samuel knew the two newcomers for Scotsmen at a glance. He had seen their like in the War, though not, it struck him, on the same side. No matter: his war had been over nine years now, and it did no good to dwell on the past. The Scotsmen seated, their penny paid, Grace saw to the preparation of their coffee and the boy Gabriel began to fill their pipes.

Samuel noticed Tavener regarding the older of the two curiously. ‘You have travelled far I think, Mr . . .?’

‘Campbell,’ answered the other. ‘Far enough.’

‘Scotland is it?’ joined Will Fiddler, the packman.

A nod.

‘And what has brought you to London?’

‘My own two feet,’ said Campbell sourly, reaching for an edition of Mercurius Politicus, fresh off the presses that day, and steadfastly ignoring the packman.

George Tavener glanced around the table and then addressed himself to Campbell. ‘You must forgive us, Sir. You will not be familiar with the ways of the London coffee house. It is a place of discourse amongst strangers as well as friends. We will talk on anything from the price of a Holland bulb to the lace on the Queen of Spain’s cap. News flies in through the door, around the tables, and out again. There is no precedence, no respecting of persons.’

Campbell grunted in acknowledgement, and Tavener, encouraged, continued. ‘Here you have Will Fiddler, a humble peddler,’ and at this Fiddler doffed his cap to the newcomers, ‘and should the Lord Protector himself put in an appearance, no one would expect Will there to shift for him. Here by my side is Elias Ellingworth, a young lawyer of great gifts but few means, and to your left, Mijnheer Jakob Hendricks, docked only yesterday from Amsterdam. All are welcome and all are equal.’

Campbell had shown little interest in Tavener’s encomium, although he now displayed some in Tavener himself.

‘You have not the look of a man who is either humble, or of poor means.’

The merchant smiled. ‘I was, once. I was born to the stench of the Thames and all its detritus, but I soon began to understand what the river is, and then it was not filth and tar that I smelled, but the scents of the Levant, the Indies. Oil, wine, spices. I smelled money. Now I trade English woollens for Flemish lace; I carry bibles from Amsterdam to the Americas, tobacco from Virginia to Bilbão, Spanish wine back to London.’ He clapped his hand on the smooth oak surface of the coffee house table. ‘As the world spins on its axis, its wealth spins round on bargains I strike in this very room.’

Campbell sniffed and took a first, tentative sip of the coffee that had been set down before him. He winced at the scorching, bitter taste, but took another sip before addressing Tavener again.

‘And is that all you trade?’

Fiddler laughed. ‘Lord, Sir, is there anything left?’

Campbell turned his full gaze on the packman. ‘Oh, I think so. Indeed I think so.’

As Campbell lifted the cup a third time to his lips, there came a terrible screeching from outside on Cornhill, followed by the sounds of a crash.

‘You stay here, girl,’ said Samuel to his niece as he hobbled out on to Birchin Lane after a good number of the coffee-drinkers.

All was chaos. A hackney carriage had collided with a bookseller’s shop front, overturning and throwing its driver to the ground in the process. The flimsy wooden façade of the shop front had crashed down, trapping an unfortunate passer-by under the weight of smashed shelves and tumbled books and pamphlets. The horses were rearing and squealing in terror, to the imminent danger of any who drew near, and there were loud cries for the Watch, and for something to be done. A surgeon was called for, to attend to the unfortunate soul beneath, who was making a tremendous amount of noise. From the broken cab there came no sound at all.

*

A little more than ten minutes later, by which time the accident on Cornhill had threatened to turn to riot as carts and carriages found their way blocked and tried to make their ways instead down too-narrow lanes and alleyways, putting pedestrians, animals and shopkeepers’ booths alike in peril, Grace Kent was attending to the one person who amidst all the noise and confusion had simply waited. The lady, who gave her name as Anne Winter, had finally emerged from the righted cab almost unscathed. Her hair and clothing were only a little dishevelled, and she appeared to have escaped any injury at all. At least, this is what she herself insisted, utterly refusing Grace’s entreaties that she should allow herself to be examined by the physician whom her uncle had sent Gabriel to fetch.

‘I assure you, there is nothing.’ The voice was soft, distant.

Grace thought that if there was nothing, then it was a miracle. The slim, pale arms and hands glimpsed from the sleeves of the lady’s plum-coloured velvet jacket were fine as porcelain and yet did indeed appear to be unmarked by bruise or graze. Grace could not tell whether the pallor of the woman’s face beneath the deep brown hair was habitual or the result of the shock she had just had, but there was a brightness to her pale grey eyes that surprised her.

‘Will you take a dish of chocolate, my Lady, to warm you, while we send word to your husband?’

It was a moment before the woman showed that she had heard her. ‘I do not wish you to send word to my husband. But I would like to try your chocolate and then I will find my own way home.’

‘I really don’t think your husband would like you to wander out alone, your Ladyship.’

The woman regarded Grace with a strange smile. ‘Do you know my husband, then?’

‘No, I, don’t think so. Unless he has ever been in here—’

‘Ah, you would remember him, if that were the case. Some say he is the best-set man they have ever laid eyes on. But he is a very busy man, too, and there is no call to inconvenience him over so minor a thing as this.’

Grace gave off trying to persuade her, and, leaving Anne Winter in the private booth near the rear of the coffee room, she went to begin the preparation of the chocolate. As she passed, Elias touched her lightly on the arm. ‘Best for Samuel to send her on her way, before her husband hears of it,’ he muttered, but not so low that Archibald Campbell did not also hear him.

‘Why? Who is she?’

‘Lady Anne Winter. Her husband, John Winter, is a lieutenant in the army and has Cromwell’s favour. He will not like his wife to be seen in a public coffee house.’

Campbell was still watching the woman. ‘He must be wealthy man too, by the look of his wife’s clothes.’

Will Fiddler shook his head. ‘Not him. An ostler’s son, lower born than the Protector himself. But her, now that is a different matter.’

Elias Ellingworth tilted his head in Fiddler’s direction. ‘There’s no one in London whose story Will cannot tell. And sometimes they’re even true!’

Fiddler ignored the remark and leaned closer to the two Scotsmen. ‘Lady Anne’s father, Lord Baxton, came out for the late King. After the father’s death at Naseby the son tried to hold Baxton Hall, near Oxford, against the parliamentary forces. The boy was only seventeen, refused to surrender, died defending the place. The house was sacked, and the soldiers would have had the sister too, had John Winter not intervened. He was just a sergeant in those days, but still he held firm and the girl was unmolested. She’d no one left then, though; God alone knows what would have become of her if he hadn’t married her.’

The woman quietly sipping her chocolate in the private booth still had the look of someone alone in the world. Grace watched her from her counter.

‘She won’t let me send word for her husband,’ she said to her uncle.

‘Don’t worry, it’s already done,’ he assured her.

‘She will not like it,’ said Grace.

‘Hmmph,’ Samuel grunted. ‘It’s not her head the trouble would fall on if I allowed her out to wander these streets alone.’

*

Yet, sitting there in the booth of Kent’s coffee house, Anne Winter did not feel alone. She could hear the rising voices of the men in conversation, and it brought her back to her home in Oxfordshire, and her father’s table, where men, and women too, had talked without fear, and where there had been laughter, and rows and shouting and all things natural to a home. Baxton Hall had not been a place of silences, of carefully measured words. Much had been said there that was not politic, not wise. She had not understood it then, but that was freedom, and she had not known it since John Winter had brought her to London, but she saw it here, now, in this city coffee house.

The conversation at the table had turned to John Milton, the Dutchman having fallen into earnest debate with the young lawyer over the role of Milton in the state censorship of the press, and of his merits as a writer. Anne Winter knew John Milton and she did not like him. Hendricks spoke warmly of Milton’s gifts as a poet, but Ellingworth was having none of it.

‘He’s a hypocrite and a traitor to his own beliefs. Once, you know, he was a champion of free speech, now he sits in the censor’s office, declaring which of their thoughts other men might, and might not, be permitted to set in print. Ten years ago he did not scruple to put his name to things that might have landed him in the Tower; now, he courts Cromwell and polishes his pension.’

Anne Winter remembered, ten years ago, her father and brother arguing in the library, the pamphlet Areopagitica in her brother’s hands. ‘Anarchy,’ her father had declared at last. ‘Anarchy is what there would be, if your Mr Milton should have his way, and men be free to publish whatever nonsense came into their heads.’ But he had not crumpled the pamphlet her brother had brought home, nor set it on the fire as she had thought he might. Instead, before leaving the library, a glass of wine in one hand, his other arm around his son’s shoulders, he had set it on a shelf, with others of the like, and there it had remained, gathering dust, until Cromwell’s soldiers came to smash every shelf and cabinet in the place, and trample Milton’s fine words underfoot.

Ellingworth’s rising voice brought her back to the present. ‘He is twice culpable, to prostitute his gift as the chief propagandist of a regime that would stifle the freedoms of other men . . .’ For some time, the lawyer went on in this unguarded manner. Once or twice Anne Winter glanced at Grace Kent, and saw the growing anxiety on her face.

‘She loves him,’ she thought. And the realisation that such a thing might still be possible warmed her more even than did the chocolate in the bowl.

The Dutchman had sat quietly throughout Elias’s diatribe. ‘I see you are a Leveller, my friend. I thought your Cromwell had crushed the Levellers along with everyone else who did not agree with him.’

‘So does he,’ muttered Ellingworth quietly, before gathering up the papers in front of him. ‘But there is my sister at the door to remind me I have business to see to at the Temple. I have enjoyed our conversation, Mr Hendricks. I hope to meet you here again.’ And he left, hastily ushered out into the lane by the young woman who had been waiting for him in the doorway.

*

It was only a little later that Hendricks also left, to be followed soon afterwards by Lady Anne, dismissing a last entreaty from Grace that she would not go out into the streets alone.

‘Who would ever lay a hand on John Winter’s wife? His name opens doors quicker than a key, it clears the street in front of me. If any importune me, I have but to say, “I am John Winter’s wife,” and they are gone.’ She laid a shilling, far more than was required for the cost of the chocolate, on the table and left before any could think of a reasonable way to stop her.

The Scotsmen had not lingered long after their second dish, and once Will Fiddler had collected some packets of coffee from Samuel for distribution to a few private houses across the Bridge in Southwark, he too was gone. Samuel and Grace had not much time to reflect upon the events of the morning as the benches at the table filled up time and again with new drinkers, new stories. And yet Grace did wonder about the piece of paper, a cutting from a news-book, by the look of it, that had fluttered to the floor of the private booth from Lady Anne Winter’s sable muffler, and wished she might have had time to look at it before the younger of the two Scotsmen had found it, and put it away in the folds of his cloak.




Three

Blood

Seeker ran a hand across his forehead after reading the report a second time. The chapel bell had just tolled three, but there was nothing for it, the thing could not be left until dawn. He cursed the false intelligence that had dragged him out to Romney and kept him there all day while his informant’s report from Kent’s had lain and festered on his desk.

His men were at their barracks, in their beds at last, the ante-chamber to his room near the Cockpit was empty, but that was all right: what he had to discuss with John Winter was not something he wanted a junior officer to hear, anyway.

Winter’s apartments were away over on the other side of the morass of buildings that was Whitehall Palace, and Seeker had time to go over in his mind the main points of the report from Kent’s as he made his way there. His source was a good one – dependable, thorough, and to the point. Seeker’s business was the communication, the processing, of facts; he had limited interest in the opinions of others, and this informant knew well enough by now not to offer any. Half at least of what Thurloe brought to him proved to be grounded in false trails, rumours begun to divert attention from some other plot, planted by enemies of the Protectorate less subtle than they imagined themselves to be. There was too much, however, in the report he had just read that could not simply be ascribed to coincidence. It was to be regretted, for Samuel Kent had been a good soldier and an honest man, but he should have chosen for himself some other trade than keeper of a coffee house, for dissidents were drawn to those places as bees to a hive.

Merchants, lawyers, newspaper men: Seeker would be more suspicious of a coffee house that did not boast such a clientele. It amused the Council that the lawyer Ellingworth appeared to believe his alias of ‘the Sparrow’ shielded his true identity. ‘Give him enough rope and he will hang himself,’ one of the generals had said, and the others had laughed. Milton, taking down a record of proceedings, had not laughed. Seeker had not laughed, either, when he heard of it.

Travellers – so many travellers passed through London that it was a wonder they did not carry the place off with them. The Dutchman: a scholar journeying to Oxford, visiting some friends in the city before he did so. Seeker would have the names of these friends soon enough, from his contacts in the Dutch quarter of St Katharine’s, and their church at Austin Friars. Cromwell might be at peace with the Dutch just now, but peace was made to be broken. And then there were the Scotsmen. What a creeping plague on this nation – no interest in the good of England, the welfare of the Commonwealth, no interest in anything but their own petty schemes, their Covenant or their King, and never knowing from one day to the next which they wanted. Cromwell had scarcely more stomach for them than he did the Irish. But why had these two come to London? The minister, Campbell, had been called to the pulpit of the Presbyterian chapel at Goldsmith’s Court. Good luck to him – the days of his sort were done, thank God. But what of the other – a Royalist, ‘even smelled like a Royalist,’ his informer had noted. ‘Has been abroad’ – well, most of them had by now. ‘Clothes are Flemish, good, but worn. Didn’t speak to the Dutchman, but understood him all right when Hendricks slipped into his own tongue.’

All these individuals would require Seeker’s attention, and yet, none of them was particularly out of the ordinary, for imagined plots against the Protector usually featured a foreigner, a returning Royalist, or a Scotsman, somewhere. What worried him were the things he could not have predicted: a clandestine search of the packman’s bag had revealed things that shouldn’t have been there. Seeker had long suspected Will Fiddler of circulating pamphlets for Ellingworth and his like, and that such had been in the bag was no surprise. There had been another item though in amongst the chapbooks, broadsheets and almanacs: a folio of sheets of music and songs by Henry Lawes and William Davenant. Lawes had composed for the court of Charles Stuart, and had had the sense to live quiet until such time as Oliver had declared a liking for him; Davenant was a Royalist plague, who should have gone to the scaffold long ago. This late collaboration of theirs was permitted by the indulgence of the Protector alone, and not a thing for public consumption, far less to be touted round the country by the likes of Will Fiddler.

Most troubling of all was that John Winter’s wife should have been alone there, in a coffee house in the middle of the city, and intent on going afterwards to Whitefriars, of all places. Over by Temple Bar was outside the Lord Mayor’s jurisdiction, and many living there were beyond the law, desperate types. It was not a place for any decent woman to go alone, but for the Royalist wife of one of Cromwell’s most favoured officers, there could be no good reason to go there at all.

It was a frustration to him: there could be no good ordering of society if people would not keep to their proper places, if they would persist in masquerading as that which they were not. But Seeker would find them out: he always did.

He knew that the Army Council meeting had gone on until almost two; if John Winter was at last abed he could not have been there long, but no matter: his wife lived too close to the centre of power, and if she should be mixed up in some plot against the Protector, it was not a thing that could be left until the morning.

Seeker mounted the last flight of stairs leading to the corridor where the Winters had their apartments, alongside those of Cromwell’s other favoured officers and their families. He never felt comfortable in this part of the Palace, and came to it as seldom as possible. Turning down the corridor he wished he had brought a light with him, for half at least of the candles along the walls had burned down or been snuffed out. The Winters’ lodgings were at the far end, at the top of another flight of stairs, and that end of the corridor was almost totally in darkness. Something of Seeker’s old huntsman instinct came back to him. There was a prickling of the hairs on his arm, at the back of his neck, as when wounded prey was close somewhere, in the darkness. He slowed his pace a little, looked more deeply into the gloom, listened. He sensed them then: something living and something dead. A man with his back to him was standing up slowly, never shifting his attention from the object crumpled on the floor. As Seeker drew closer, Elias Ellingworth at last turned to face him, his open mouth emitting only a strangled moan as the knife in his hand fell to the floor where John Winter lay collapsed, bloodied, dead.




Four

A Woman’s Room

3 November

‘I swear it, Seeker, I swear it . . .’ Ellingworth’s protestations of innocence became fainter and fainter as he was dragged through the corridors away from John Winter’s body and towards the closed and heavily guarded wagon that would take him to the Tower. The lawyer had been scarcely coherent in the short time between Seeker having come upon him and the arrival of the guards Seeker had shouted for. The commotion had brought three other officers, neighbours to the Winters, bleary-eyed but ready-armed, through the doors of their own private apartments, and they quickly took charge of the prisoner while Seeker hammered on the Winters’ door.

A terrified girl opened the door a few inches, and her terror only increased when she saw the bloodied mess on the floor a few yards from where she stood. She began to scream.

Seeker put a hand on her mouth, firmly, but without violence, until she calmed and he could see that her eyes were fixed on his, and that she was listening. His voice was low.

‘Where is your mistress?’

‘I, I don’t know . . . I think . . .’

She looked towards a door set into the wood panelling to the right of the fireplace.

‘In there?’ he said, nodding to the door.

The girl seemed unsure. ‘I think, maybe.’

Seeker tried the handle. ‘Open it,’ he ordered, on finding it locked.

The girl scurried to the ornately carved mantelpiece and ran her hand along the high shelf with increasing confusion. She turned at last to Seeker, tears brimming on her lashes and starting to travel down her cheeks. ‘I cannot find the key, Sir.’

An uncharacteristic oath escaped Seeker, and he ordered the girl to move aside. A moment later, after a massive thud and a splintering, the thick oak door swung open on to another scene of blood. It was on the sleeves of Anne Winter’s white linen nightgown, and all down the loosened front. There was some even in the hair that lay across her cheek and brushed her exposed breast. She was sprawled across the damask coverlet of her marriage bed, the heavy velvet curtains of the canopy not closed, one wet silk slipper on her right foot, the other fallen on to the floor.

At the sight of her mistress, the girl had slumped to the ground, jabbering, incapable. ‘Get her out of here,’ Seeker said to one of his men. He removed the black leather glove from his left hand and put two fingers to the side of Anne Winter’s neck. ‘Pass me that jug of water.’ Another of his men handed him the silver ewer from the sideboard. Seeker checked it briefly and then threw it over the face of the woman lying across the bed in front of him.

She flinched and turned her head, moaning slightly.

‘Get up,’ he said.

Another moan.

Seeker stood up and turned his back on her. ‘Lift her up against the pillows.’ He lifted a green brocade dressing gown from a chair by the wall and threw it over to the bed. ‘Make her decent.’

In a few moments, the men had Anne Winter upright, and had called her maid, who had recovered herself a little, back into the room to help dress her. ‘Don’t wash her, yet,’ he said.

As she came to, Anne Winter rubbed her hands over her face, wiped them on the Italian damask coverlet, examined the sodden strands of her hair as if she had never seen them before. Slowly, she looked up at Seeker, taking a little time to focus on him. Her forehead furrowed in incomprehension. ‘Captain Seeker, why are you here?’

‘Why is there blood on your gown?’

She looked at her garments, again a picture of genuine curiosity. ‘I don’t know.’ And then, ‘Oh, I think it must be my husband’s.’

The calmness of her tone astonished him.

‘You know he is dead?’

She nodded, making an effort at being exact. ‘Oh, yes. He was not at first, when I found him, not quite. He was in the corridor, outside our door, slumped over and the blood was everywhere: there was a great deal of blood. I held him a few minutes until he died. Poor John, he had so long longed for some sign of tenderness from me, and he had it at last, but I do not think he would have wanted it that way. Never mind.’ She looked again at her hands, the blood on her white lace cuffs. ‘Poor Dinah will have some work to get these stains out of my clothes.’

Seeker wondered if the woman was mad. He had heard it said she was ill, a melancholic, vacant even, but now he wondered whether she might actually be mad. She made to get out of the bed, but he put out a hand to stay her.

Anne Winter looked at the hand on her shoulder and glanced at the two men guarding the doorway and again at Seeker. Something of the seriousness of her situation at last appeared to register.

‘No, I suppose not.’ She sank back against the pillows.

‘You cannot have come upon him alive. I just found him myself, dead in the corridor there, his killer kneeling over him.’

Seeker was certain he saw a brief flash of fear in Anne Winter’s eyes.

‘No,’ she said.

‘No?’

She shook her head, adamant. ‘He was still alive when I found him.’

‘And the man – the lawyer, Ellingworth, was not there?’

Again she shook her head, again adamant. ‘No.’

The effort appeared to be as much as she could make, and Seeker feared she might drift out of consciousness once more. He took hold of her chin with thumb and forefinger, and forced her to look at him.

‘At what hour did you come upon him like that?’

She bit her lip. ‘Late, very late.’

His patience was threatening to fail him. ‘How late?’

She shook her head, raised her hands, helpless. But then, ‘I think I heard the chapel bell. I think it was perhaps two.’

‘He was calling for help?’

‘What?’ She didn’t seem to understand him.

‘Did you hear him calling for help? Is that what awakened you, or were there sounds of a struggle?’

She looked at him a moment then comprehension dawned. ‘Oh! No, I wasn’t sleeping. I was coming back along the corridor when I found him like that.’

‘You were out in the corridor?’

‘I was coming home.’

‘From where?’

Again she gave the question her consideration. ‘I wish I could tell you, but I really do not know. My head is an agony – where is Dinah?’

‘She can come back in when I’ve finished. Was anybody with you? Were you alone when you found your husband?’

‘Yes.’

‘There was not a man there with him?’

‘No.’

He could see she was flagging, drifting in and out of sense, but he was not finished yet.

‘And you are certain he was still alive when you found him?’

She smiled. ‘Oh, yes. He tried to say my name. Poor John.’

Seeker cast his mind back to the scene he had so recently come upon. One of Cromwell’s finest officers lying dead, his cheek against the wooden panelling of the corridor, his body twisted, slumped on black and white marble tiles turned brown with dried blood. At Winter’s neck had been one deep gash from where his life had flowed. His eyes, that had been fine eyes, were wide not in horror but in sadness. She had not even bothered to close them.

‘You did not think to call for help?’

Anne Winter twisted the ruby ring on her finger, like fresh drops of blood gleaming in the candlelight. She appeared fascinated by it, and didn’t raise her eyes to look at him as she spoke.

‘It was so late, and everyone sleeping. And it wouldn’t have made any difference, anyway.’

‘You cannot have known that.’

Now she left off playing with her ring and regarded him directly. ‘Believe me or not, as seems best to you, but that is the truth.’

Seeker couldn’t look at her. All round her were the trappings of a luxury she didn’t even appreciate, silk stockings, women’s underthings lying carelessly dropped on the floor, jewels – rings set with emeralds, a brooch and earrings of ruby and pearl, a silver clasp in the form of a rabbit with amber eyes. There was little in here of the man he had once supped with. His mind went back to that time: they had met one night, late, on the Old Staircase leading from the Tilt Yard up to King Henry’s Gallery. Seeker had just returned to Whitehall from business across the river, and Winter had just left from a meeting of the Council of Officers in the Cockpit. Seeker was not in the habit of issuing invitations, and rarely sought out the company of other men, but there was something in the other man, perhaps a reflection of his own weariness and hunger at the end of a long day, that had prompted him to ask John Winter if he would have a bite to eat with him. And so they had done, no more than some bread and beer and cold mutton, and they had talked of the country, and the army, and just a little of themselves. Seeker had liked John Winter, and at another time, in another England, they might well have fallen more into one another’s company. But this was not another time, nor any other England.

And now, tonight, looking on the man’s widow, Seeker would rather have been many places than John Winter’s bedchamber, but although he had no great confidence he would get any sense out of her, there was something else he needed to know from this woman.

‘Why did you go to Kent’s coffee house yesterday?’

‘The coffee house?’ She was surprised. ‘I had not meant to go there, there was an accident. But who told you I was there? Oh, Sir Gwyllm, I suppose.’

It was Seeker’s turn to be thrown off guard. ‘Sir Gwyllm who?’

‘Crowther. I thought I saw him there.’

Seeker cast his mind back to the list of names on the report from his informant. There was no Sir Gwyllm Crowther on it, and Gwyllm Crowther was a name unknown to him. He filed it away for later consideration.

‘And after Kent’s?’

*

After Kent’s. Anne Winter searched through the clouds of her mind until they began to clear a little. She remembered where she had gone. Not to the fashionable shops and booths of the Royal Exchange as she would have had people think, but down towards Whitefriars, and further into parts of London than a woman whose husband walked the corridors of Whitehall and had the ear of Cromwell should ever be found in. The further from the city proper she had gone, the closer to the stinking Fleet ditch and the river, the more she had felt an indefinable sense of anxiety in the air that only served to heighten her own agitation. With every step, she had become more conscious of herself as a thing out of its element. The press of people on the street might have been scarcely less, closer to the river, than it had been on Cornhill, but she’d become more and more aware that the quality of her clothes, the way she walked, marked her more clearly here as she delved deeper into passages and alleyways where neither she nor her fine clothing belonged. What she had not been aware of, then, was that she was being followed.

She remembered the slight panic when she had gone to check again, for the tenth time at least, the cutting from the news-book, and not been able to find it. But it hadn’t mattered: she had read it over so often, she had it by heart. ‘The Countess of Kent’s powder, efficacious against fever, plague, small-pox, the pains of labour and colic in the newborn.’ Only to be purchased at a certain apothecary’s shop, at the sign of the Pineapple, in Magpie Alley, Whitefriars. In this world of codes and deceptions, she knew what this one offered. After a few false turns, she had at last found herself in the narrow alley, and seen the sign of a pineapple hanging some way down it, away from the street.

How furtively she had made her way there, yesterday; how pointless it all seemed now, today, that John was dead. Here, in her bedchamber, surrounded by the baubles of her life, she looked at Seeker. Out in the streets, her maid had once told her, the man was a myth, a story to frighten children to their beds. So much for the streets. He stood before her now, no myth, no children’s tale, but a living man of flesh, blood, bone and muscle on a frame six feet four in length, clad almost entirely in black. His cropped dark hair shot through with steel-grey, Damian Seeker was aged somewhere between forty and fifty years old, and in his eyes was reflected a world he did not care for. Looking at him, calculating, Anne Winter decided to tell him the truth, or some of it.

*

‘You went to Whitefriars, for an apothecary?’ Seeker found it difficult to keep the trace of contempt from his voice. ‘There must be two dozen apothecaries at least between here and Magpie Alley. What did you want from this apothecary that you could not get within a half-mile of here?’

Despite everything he had thought about this woman – and he had rarely thought about her, other than when the Protector had once remarked that she was not good enough for Winter – he was not prepared for her answer.

‘Opium.’

So that was it – the deadness of her eyes, her clouded recollection, the rumoured wanderings: the woman was an opium addict.

Seeker thought again about John Winter. ‘Your husband knew of it?’

She was looking down at her feet, over to the grey ashes of the fire. ‘He, I didn’t think . . .’ Finally, she looked directly at Seeker. ‘Yes. In the end, yes.’

Seeker could have done without this. He had not the time for this. The usual motives of man – greed, lust, power-hunger, jealousy, revenge – were the paths he would track his prey by. He would cut through the tangle of obfuscation and deception set out before him and eventually find the culprit at its heart, but a woman whose mind was not under even her own control changed the rules of the hunt to the extent that they were unknowable.

‘Tell me then,’ he said.

Anne Winter clasped her hands in front of her and focused again on the dead hearth. She was making an effort to be clear, to get things right, he thought.

‘It is not a secret, in these corridors, or further afield, I imagine, I was not happy in my marriage. I do not say John was a bad husband – he wasn’t. But I would never have chosen to marry an officer of the army that murdered my father and my brother, and destroyed my home.’

Seeker had resolved to keep silent as she spoke, so he did not correct her; her father had died in battle on the field; her brother had been offered the chance to surrender and had refused. That was not murder, it was war. Other things were war too, and John Winter had saved her from those.

‘I knew of herbs and plants to deal with many ailments of the mind and body, but none that would make me forget my soul. When John brought me to London, I began to seek out apothecaries who could provide what I needed. Little by little, they began to understand what I wanted, but most, when they realised how deep was my desperation, or who my husband was – I could never really be certain which it was – drew back, and would not help me. So I had to go further, into the dark places, places where others go to find what cannot be had honestly.’ She smiled at him. ‘There are other women, you know, who do the same. You are not the only one who deals in codes, Mr Seeker. I found the man on Magpie Alley through an advertisement placed in a news-book, in plain sight.’ The thought evidently amused her. ‘Mr Milton’s office is clearly too busy censoring the news-books for other things.’

‘Keep to the matter in hand,’ said Seeker.

‘Yes,’ she nodded, thinking. ‘Magpie Alley. I had been warned this man was not like others – the payments he demanded were very high, and not easily mitigated. I had with me some money, but when I got there, he wouldn’t take it.’

‘He wanted more?’

‘He wanted something else. I had taken a jewel with me in that bag’ – she looked to her bedside cabinet, on which a black velvet bag embroidered in plum and gold threads had been laid – ‘a brooch, but in my panic, I couldn’t find it, so I offered him one of these earrings instead.’ Her fingers went to her neck, pushed back the still damp mahogany curls that fell on it, and began to unclasp an ornament from her ear. She held towards Seeker a pearl and ruby drop, a match for the brooch on her dresser and the ring on her finger which had so occupied her attention earlier. He glanced at it briefly and she slowly returned it to her ear.

‘He wouldn’t take it?’

She shook her head.

‘What was it that he demanded of you?’

She bit her lip and said nothing.

‘Lady Anne, have you been—’ He was not a man comfortable in these circumstances, or easy in conversation with women. The words came out more harshly than he had meant. ‘Did he abuse you?’

Again she shook her head. Her voice was almost inaudible. ‘I don’t think so. Perhaps when I can wash properly – but I don’t think so. Not then, I know that, but as for later, I don’t know. I can’t remember.’

He took a breath, summoned his patience. ‘What can you remember?’

She was on firmer ground. ‘I agreed to some sort of bargain, some payment I would make, and he let me have what I wanted. I was in a hurry then to be out of that dingy place, to get back here and take what was in the phial, but I was hardly out of the shop, not even out of the alley, when a man took my arm. Stopped me.’

‘The apothecary?’

‘No.’ She was emphatic. ‘Not him. It was a Scotsman I had seen in the coffee house. He must have followed me from there, been outside all along.’

‘A Scotsman? The minister or the soldier?’

Her eyes widened in surprise. It never ceased to amaze Seeker that people thought their movements, the company they kept, would stay long a secret from him. ‘It was the younger one, the soldier. He spoke to me by name, took the phial from my hand before I even had it in my bag, told me I should not be in that place, and that he was taking me back to my husband.’

This Seeker had not expected. ‘He knew who you were? Had your husband sent him?’

‘Oh, no, that is what I thought at first. I’d never seen him before in my life until the accident at the coffee house, but he knew who I was, and he was determined to take me directly to John. I asked him questions, tried to persuade him to give me my opium back, as we made our way back here by river, but he would say nothing at all. At the Privy Stairs, and all the guard posts between there and this apartment, he told them he was escorting me home to my husband, and he said it with such an air of authority none questioned him further and I was hardly in a position to argue with him.’

‘And what happened when you got back here?’

‘John was home, as luck would have it – he was sitting by the window, going over some documents. He stood up when I came in, but then when he saw the man behind me, the colour drained from his face and I knew he hadn’t sent him to follow me. When he spoke to the man, it was as one would speak to a dangerous dog.’

‘What did he say?’

Seeker could see she was making an effort at being exact. ‘He said, “You, what are you doing here?”, and the Scotsman answered, “I have brought you your wife.” John told me to move away from the doorway then said to him, “What have you to do with my wife?”, and the Scotsman answered, “Nothing, but you should have a better care of her and see that she does not wander the streets.” Then he threw the bottle I had got across the table, and John got to it before I did. He didn’t even taste it, I think he had half suspected it anyway. He said, “Opium,” and before I knew it he had opened the casket window and poured the contents into the river below.’ She was rubbing at her hands, becoming agitated. ‘I begged him to give it to me, but he wouldn’t listen . . .’

Seeker had no further interest in her opium craving. ‘The Scotsman’s name is Seaton. How did your husband know him?’

‘What? Oh, I don’t know, he wouldn’t tell me, and by the time he had managed to pull me away from the window the man was gone. John gave me over to Dinah. Told her to watch that I didn’t leave our bedchamber, then went to call the guards, but it was too late, they didn’t find him.’

Seeker felt a coldness begin to crawl on his skin. ‘And have you seen him again since then, Lady Anne?’

She took more time to reply than he had expected her to.

‘No. No, I haven’t.’

He’d heard as much from her as he wanted for the moment, and was keen to be out of the disordered bedchamber. Without further comment he turned and went through to the parlour, where the maid was still sniffling. ‘See to your mistress,’ he said.

*

Seeker pulled the broken door to John Winter’s bedchamber shut in as far as it could be done, and began to examine the parlour. It was richly furnished – not from the days when King Charles’s officers of state had occupied these apartments, for what had not been put to the war effort had been taken into security and redistributed as had seemed wise. The paintings, silverware, carpets and good furniture in the room were, he suspected, the remnant of what Winter’s wife had been allowed to keep from her father’s house at Baxton Hall. So rich, so heavy – how had John Winter, who had been scarcely higher born than Seeker, sat in this room? What comfort could there ever have been for him in all these reminders from her forfeit home of why his wife hated him? There was a bureau by the window, French in design, a delicate thing, but Seeker could appreciate the craftsmanship. Anne Winter’s, again, no doubt. But who would Anne Winter have written to, and Thurloe not found her letters? The Council of State had gained control of the postal service over four years since, and for the last year and a half Isaac Dorislaus, under cover of Solicitor to the Admiralty Court, from his rooms next to the principal sorting office, had examined all intercepted mail. Adept in several languages, Dorislaus had learned to recognise handwriting and seals, to spot a cypher and to send it for decryption to John Wallis in Oxford. Anne Winter would not have got past Dorislaus.

Seeker crossed the room, his boots soft on the carpet underfoot where he preferred stone, and opened the lid of the bureau. There was paper, ink, a set of quills, paperweights and sand for blotting. Seeker examined the top sheet of paper – nothing, no markings, indentations, impression of anything written on top of it. He held the sheet to the light. Still nothing. A small drawer inside the bureau was locked. Seeker took a knife from its sheath at his belt and broke the lock. Inside the drawer was a small book, a journal. Seeker brushed off the splinters and opened it. Not Anne Winter’s writing, but her husband’s, for he had seen it on enough orders, counter-signatures, lists of stores. John Winter’s writing and John Winter’s name, and two words further, My Atonement. He turned the pages. Nothing, until he came to the last and there was a list of names and numbers, books of the Bible and selected verses. Seeker knew them, knew them all – how would he not have done? He slipped the book into his pocket. In a second, deeper drawer, beneath the lid of the desk, again locked and opened by Seeker in like manner, a bundle of pamphlets, news-sheets – different printers, different types, some with copperplate illustrations, most with none. The titles ran for a few weeks it seemed, before they went into abeyance and another appeared, under a new title, with a new author, but Seeker knew them: they were all by the Sparrow, Elias Ellingworth, every one.

On top of the desk, lying as if left to be picked up soon again, was another small book, little more than a pamphlet. Seeker took it in his hand, opened it. He turned the pages, slowly at first, and then more quickly, until he did not see what he read. He sat down in John Winter’s chair – a man’s chair, how could he have thought this was her chair? – and opened the pamphlet again. It must have been a few minutes before he became aware of Anne Winter, still sickly pale and weak, standing in the doorway, watching him.

‘I would not have thought you a reader, Mr Seeker.’

She was dressed in black, now, with a white gauze collar and a row of pearls in her hair. She had exchanged her rubies for mourning rings.

He stood up, held the pamphlet towards her. ‘Is this yours?’

She glanced at it, did not take it. ‘Colasterion. No. It was John’s. Someone gave it to him.’

‘Why would anyone have given him this book?’

‘To tempt him, perhaps, to encourage him? Perhaps it was Mr Milton himself.’

Perhaps, thought Seeker. Perhaps Milton, blind Milton, Latin Secretary to the council at which John Winter was often in attendance, had heard in the man’s voice that truth which he, Milton, had so long wrestled with. That truth which he had proclaimed, in books and pamphlets, to the scandal of a society that bought up those books and pamphlets in their thousands: a marriage without love was no marriage, and Christ had not intended that a man and woman so united should spend their lives in despair. Colasterion was a manifesto for divorce.

‘Perhaps it was,’ said Seeker, crumpling Milton’s divorce pamphlet in his hand and throwing it on to the fire. ‘Did you kill your husband, Lady Anne?’

The woman’s eyes widened. ‘Kill him? No. Why would I have killed him? As I said, he was not a bad husband, if I was to have one at all, and in this Commonwealth I might have fared a deal worse.’

‘But you did not love him?’

‘Love him? What would that matter? What do you know of love, Mr Seeker?’

Seeker watched the flames consume the pamphlet, considered the power of words, the inefficacy of flames to destroy words once read or spoken. And Anne Winter’s words burned in his mind. More than you have ever known, he might have answered, but when the pamphlet was at last ashes, he rose and left the apartment without making any response.




Five

The Girl at Dove Court

First light had not yet broken over London, but it was still later than he would have wished that Seeker’s troop made its way with a clatter of hooves over the cobbles of Horse Guard Yard out on to Whitehall and the road to Charing Cross. Mounted soldiers were a common enough sight at any hour of the day in London, and yet something of this party took the special attention of any passers-by who chanced to turn or lift their eyes towards it. The New Model Army was famous for its discipline, its order, the quality of its arms and horse, and still this troop was something apart. Eight soldiers who sat their mounts with a confidence born, not learned, and at their head their captain, on a black German stallion seventeen hands high. It was in the stables of Horse Guard Yard, perhaps more than anywhere else in London, that Damian Seeker let slip the mask to show tenderness, and that tenderness was towards this magnificent beast. But today, his long black cloak flowing behind him as he spurred his horse towards the city, there could be no doubt that there was business of great import somewhere, and those few who saw Seeker pass gave silent thanks that whatever it was was no concern of theirs.

*

In the garret of Dove Court, Maria Ellingworth was stirring. The birds outside her window had not started their song, and even the Angel Tavern up the lane had yet to waken to a new day’s business, but the coldness of the air was insidious and pulled her to consciousness from an already unsettled night. Elias must have been very late last night; she had not heard him come in. She wished he would not wander abroad so long after curfew, but he had told her that there were matters which he and his fellow thinkers could no longer discuss freely in daylight hours. He was radical and careless enough in his speech at the coffee houses, more so in print. What he discussed with his companions in the hours of darkness, she did not even want to know.

She had known from the look on Grace’s face when she had gone by Kent’s yesterday to collect her brother that Elias had been unguarded in front of strangers again. There had been a number of coffee-drinkers in Kent’s whom Maria had never seen in there before, and any one of them might have been a government informer. Once out in the street, she had noticed that Elias was carrying the papers he’d been working on the previous night. It had taken her some time to prise the bundle from him.

‘I will take them to the printer’s. You shouldn’t walk around with them on your person like this, Elias.’

‘And what would you have me do,’ he had protested, ‘trust them to carrier pigeon? One of Cromwell’s hawks would have it in its claws before it took flight, and it would be on a silver platter before the Lord Protector by dinnertime.’

‘I would have you give them to me.’

He would have argued with her further, but the bells of St Paul’s had begun to chime twelve, setting off other bells all through the city.

‘And now, see, you will be late!’ she had said, wrenching the papers from him as she gave him a peck on the cheek and sent him to dodge through the crowds on his way down to Clifford’s and then the Temple, as she continued on to the printer’s.

Elias out of sight, Maria had taken the piece firstly to Calvert’s on Ludgate Hill. It was as ever busy, busy with the desperate who could get their work printed nowhere else in all the printers’ and stationers’ that surrounded St Paul’s. But even Calvert would not take the pamphlet this time. ‘I’m sorry, my dear, but the Council of State have had their officers all over this place like a swarm of ants the last couple of days, they’re mighty jumpy about something. I’ve heard that Damian Seeker is on the prowl, too. You keep the Sparrow in his nest a while, that’s my advice.’

The Sparrow. That’s what they all called her brother – the Putney Sparrow, who kept on chirping long after the others had fallen silent. She remembered the day, seven years ago, with what hopes Elias had set off down the river for St Mary’s church in Putney, where the great debate was to be held: the King was defeated, and the army that had fought for the liberties of the nation would be rewarded. The generals – Cromwell, Ireton, Fairfax – whom they had raised to power would defend and extend those liberties, so that all men might have a say in the governance of the country in which they had been born. She remembered the look on Elias’s face when he told her the rule of the great God, ‘Property’, was over, and that the labouring man would have the same rights as the man for whom he laboured, that every honest citizen would have equal access to the law, and that every man and woman would have their liberty of worship. It was the propertied men in Parliament who had held these things back, even now, but it would be different after Putney, because the generals would listen.

And then, a few days later, in disbelief and with a sinking heart, she had heard what had happened at Putney: the generals had listened, and they had been appalled by what they heard, for this was not what they had fought for at all, not this levelling of men – how could men be equal when plainly they were not? How else could a nation be governed if not by right of property? And in the course of the war, the generals had acquired a great deal of property. There would be freedom of worship, of course, for some, but there must be none of the wild blasphemies of the Ranters and the Diggers and all the rest of that crew who threatened the stability of the nation. But the soldiers would be paid their arrears, of course they would have their arrears, how could they think that their Cromwell, their Old Nol, didn’t love them?

One by one the dissenters had been mollified, bought off, sidelined, dispensed with, court-martialled, persecuted, broken. The madness unleashed by the lack of censorship, by freedom of speech, of worship, the endless shifting of armies, the overturning of property, was brought to an end, for the good of a people that did not understand what was in its own interest. They were to thank God, she was given to understand, for Cromwell, who did.

And so her brother had gone back to his legal studies, and to his garret, and taken up his pen, and the writings of the Putney Sparrow had been a thorn in the flesh of the Protector and his decreasing inner circle ever since. Other writers of pamphlets and news-books would change their views to accommodate themselves to those in power, but Elias never would, and she loved him for that.

Having been turned down by a first, a second and then a third printer on Paternoster Row, Maria had trudged down Sermon Lane towards St Benet’s and the one printer left in the whole city whom they might trust. She had not even read this latest pamphlet; she was not sure that she wanted to, for Elias was becoming increasingly desperate, and she wondered how far away he truly was from advocating something that might bring him to the gallows. She needed to get him away from London, away from England. He had spoken of Virginia, and Massachusetts, but he had no time for the Puritans. There must be other places in the Americas where they might go, where he would be safe. She would talk to George Tavener about it.

So lost had she been in these thoughts as she’d turned into Knight Ryder Street that she hadn’t notice the journeyman carpenter step out of a doorway a little ahead of her, and by the time she was aware of him she had collided with him. Though tall and, from the force of her collision with his chest, very strong, the man seemed more startled by the encounter than she was. He bent to pick Elias’s papers from the gutter they had fallen into, and returned them to her, his eyes lowered, mumbling an apology. Something in the moment transfixed her, but before she could speak he had briefly touched the rim of his beaten leather hat to her and was gone, had merged into the crowd on the street and disappeared, a large hound trotting at his heels.

But now, thoughts of the carpenter were far from her mind. Elias was almost as restless in his sleep as he was in his waking hours, and there was an unaccustomed stillness in the room that frightened her. She spoke his name, but there was no reply. Even as she repeated it, pushing back her own blankets and swinging her feet to the floor, she knew it: her brother had not come home last night.

*

Seeker had sent guards early, to stand at the entrance to Dove Court, before he’d even left for the city. As he dismounted, his men were, as ever, impassive. They did not try to anticipate his wishes. They would do what they had been told to do, and nothing else, until commanded otherwise.

‘Has anyone tried to come in?’

‘No one, once they saw us.’

Seeker glanced towards the garret. ‘Or leave?’

The older of the guards indicated his fellow at the top of the steps. ‘Thomas dealt with it.’

Seeker nodded, and strode up the crumbling stairway that led to the attic chambers of the house in Dove Court. He dismissed the man at the door, and paused for a moment. He lifted his hand and knocked firmly, three times.

From inside, silence.

Another three raps. Still silence. He was on the point of putting his shoulder to the door, when a woman’s voice finally said, ‘Come in, if you will.’

Seeker pushed open the unlocked door into a room where the light was very dim, but he registered a young woman sitting at the table. She said nothing and he went over to the fire where he took a spill from a pile by the hearth and lit it from the dying embers, before putting it to the candles on the mantelpiece. The garret was cold and spare: two beds, against opposing walls, a small, scrubbed table, stained by ink, with two chairs set at it, a hearth where the fire was almost dead, a few pots around it. A plain dresser stood against the wall, some earthenware bowls, a pitcher of flour and a basket of onions and carrots on the top. Above it were three shelves, the bottom one ranged with pots and tubs that might contain butter, cheese, and other provisions, and tankards and jugs of differing sizes. The two upper shelves were crammed with books and papers. Some herbs struggled for light at the room’s one small window.

It was difficult, in the shadows cast by the other buildings of the court, to see if there was any colour at all to the place. It reminded him of where he himself slept, when he sought anonymity from Whitehall.

He lifted another candle from the dresser, lit it, and carried it over to the table where the young woman was seated. She lifted her eyes to meet his, and he saw the same confusion flit across them that he himself briefly felt. She moved her head slightly, as if to dislodge whatever thought or memory had started to present itself there, and waited.

‘Maria Ellingworth?’

She nodded.

‘I am . . .’

‘I know who you are,’ she said.

Yes. Everyone knew. His notoriety served its purpose. There had been a time when he had been content with anonymity, but that had been in the days when he had thought the world a better place – his anonymity would do little good to any but himself now.

‘You know why there are guards at your door?’

‘Where is my brother?’ she said.

‘He’s a prisoner. He’s been taken to the Tower, and charged with the murder last night of Lieutenant John Winter.’

Her face blanched and he saw her swallow slightly. She shook her head. ‘No, it must just be for some paper he has written, surely.’ She looked up at him in a sort of desperation as his words began to sink in properly. ‘How could you think it? How could anyone think it? Elias never murdered anyone.’

‘I myself found him, bent over John Winter’s body, the knife in his hand. I doubt if they have washed all the blood off him yet.’ He didn’t tell her about Anne Winter, about that part he couldn’t understand: her assertion that her husband had in fact died in her arms.

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘It is not in my interest to lie to you, nor, you should understand, in yours to lie to me. What was your brother doing in Whitehall last night, Mistress Ellingworth?’

She was looking away from him, calculating something, trying to work something out. Seeker felt a frustration rising in him. No man would have been given the time she was taking to answer his question. He didn’t enjoy interrogating women, had no time for their subtleties and subterfuges on the rare occasions when they intruded on his world, and Anne Winter had already tried his patience enough. But Maria Ellingworth did not strike him as such a woman, and the questioning of her could not be avoided.

He repeated his question.

‘Mistress Ellingworth?’

Still no response.

‘Maria?’

At last she looked at him. ‘What does it matter, if you already have him in the Tower?’

‘I don’t believe that he killed John Winter.’ He saw a glimmer of hope in her eye and moved to stifle it. ‘But what I believe is of little importance: only evidence of the truth will save him from swinging as a traitor on Tower Hill. Now what was he doing there?’

She took a breath and he saw her make the decision to trust him. ‘It was the coffee house,’ she said at last. ‘Something he had learned in the coffee house, yesterday. He was going to warn John Winter.’

‘Something about Winter’s wife?’

‘Winter’s wife?’ Maria was puzzled, almost to the point of irritation. ‘No, he said nothing about John Winter’s wife. Elias has no interest in gossip. It was something else.’

‘That endangered Winter?’

‘That endangered “the cause”.’ For the first time Seeker saw the beginnings of a tear on Maria Ellingworth’s lashes. She looked away from him towards the window. ‘Dear God, only Elias could believe that anyone but him cares about “the cause” any more.’

Seeker put his hands on the table and leaned towards her – not to menace, but the better to see into her face; his massive frame almost blocked out what meagre light there was from the window. ‘What cause?’

She frowned, and then smiled, in a mockery of disbelief. ‘ “What cause?” Why, the one you are supposed to serve, protect. The cause of the Republic, of the Commonwealth, of our liberties and freedoms. You know, what was fought for ten years since, and then forgotten, as your pure holy goblin set about making himself a king.’

Seeker flinched. He had seen the slur in seditious news-sheets, but no one had ever so denigrated the Protector to his face before.

‘There can be no liberty without order and there can be no order without government. And if there is to be government there must be governor and governed. To have liberty, men must be governed. That is what your brother never seems to have understood.’

Maria smiled. ‘My brother has read Hobbes too, Mr Seeker. He is less persuaded by him than you are, that is all. And neither does he find Mr Milton’s celebration of our “well-regulated liberty” altogether convincing.’ But then the smile faded. ‘Elias has seen, as we all have, how those brought to power by the desire for freedom have been corrupted by the power they usurped.’

Seeker was seldom disposed to the discussion of philosophy. To read, to consider, to comprehend with one’s own mind was well enough, but open debate was something else. The enactment of the law, the maintenance of order, those were all his concern. He sometimes wondered if the last twelve years had taught his fellow countrymen and women nothing at all. What good purpose could there be in the poor of London discussing in their leaking garrets these matters that didn’t concern them? What did the notions of power or corruption have to do with this girl, who had hardly the sense to keep a proper fire in her miserable home? What business had she to look at him with such defiance?

Unaware of his scrutiny, Maria continued. ‘But despite all, Mr Seeker, Elias did not think John Winter had been corrupted, or forgotten what it was that he had fought for.’

No, John Winter had not forgotten, Seeker knew that. That had been his great weakness, that and his wife. ‘How was it that your brother thought he knew John Winter’s mind so well?’

‘It was seven years ago, at the great debate at Putney, when there were still hopes the generals would support the soldiers and their rights, and the liberties of the people. Elias thought John Winter, of all the officers, had always come closest to turning, to supporting the rank and file against the generals, and that if he had, others would have gone with him. Pity he had not, then the world might have spared itself more dictators.’

Seeker let the barb go and turned his mind instead to what he had found in John Winter’s bureau only a few hours earlier. The pamphlets locked away in there were not just of the Sparrow’s writings before Putney, but since as well, some very recent. It would have been easy enough for an officer such as Winter to have obtained them from the censor’s office, but it only now occurred to Seeker that none of those pamphlets had borne the censor’s stamp.

‘Did your brother and Winter have any contact after Putney?’

She shook her head.

‘They hadn’t met together since then?’

‘Not to my knowledge. Elias never mentioned any such meeting.’

‘And yet he went to Winter last night?’

Maria let wax from the candle in front of her trickle on to her finger, and watched as it cooled, before turning her eyes once more on Seeker. ‘Elias took what he discovered to John Winter in the night, because he thought no one else on the Council would give him the chance to speak, never mind actually listen to him.’

Seeker knew this was probably true. If anyone had seen the Sparrow within half a mile of Whitehall, his mouth would have been stopped before he ever got to open it.

‘And what had your brother discovered?’

For the first time, Maria’s shoulders slumped a little, her voice was quiet. ‘I don’t know.’

‘He didn’t tell you?’

She shook her head. ‘He said it was safer for me not to know: that we could not know who was to be trusted and who not. He said that should I ever come before the Committee of Examinations, it would be better that I could answer honestly that I did not know.’

Seeker was glad to know the Sparrow, who in all probability was at that moment being interrogated by that self-same committee, was not altogether a fool.

But then she remembered. ‘It was something to do with a painting in the coffee house, and some things that shouldn’t have been there.’

‘In Kent’s coffee house?’

‘In the painting.’

Kent’s again. He could delay going there no longer. There was nothing more to be had from Maria – indeed, he had learned more from her than he expected – and yet he found himself searching for something else to say to her.

She hadn’t stirred from her seat since he’d come in. She didn’t even have a shawl about her shoulders; the sleeves of her brown woollen dress came to just below the elbow, and each showed the thin white linen cuff of her shift, below which the skin on her arms was mottled with cold, and the long thin fingers of her hands almost colourless.

‘You should build up the fire,’ he said, suddenly awkward. ‘It would do your brother no good for you to become ill.’

Then he was at the door, ready to leave.

‘Mr Seeker?’

He turned.

‘Why do you care about my brother?’

He could have lied to her, but he was not in the habit of lying. ‘I don’t. I care about the truth. I believe John Winter was dead before your brother ever found him. If he didn’t kill John Winter, then the man who did is still about Whitehall, or walking the streets of this city, or somewhere in the Commonwealth. That is not justice, and so it is my job to find him.’

And then he was gone, and Maria Ellingworth realised that she was indeed cold, and very alone.




Six

Water

Jakob Hendricks would be glad of the dawn. He would be glad to be away from London. ‘But you were not to leave until tomorrow,’ his friend Wim de Boer had protested. ‘Nette has invited friends to meet you tonight.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Jakob had said, thrusting his good silk suit into his pack, careless of the crumpling and creases. ‘I must leave, now. I need to be away from this city.’

Wim didn’t ask why. He had known Jakob too long to ask why; why a scholar should arrive, unannounced, to stay a few nights and then leave again, as suddenly as he had come. It was not just London – Wim knew that from other Dutch friends, traders in France, Germany, all over the Netherlands, Spain. You did not question Jakob; it suited everyone best that way.

Nevertheless, there were things his friend needed to be told. ‘You cannot go out on to the High Road at this time. The place will be alive with thieves and cut-throats and no protection of law.’

‘I’ll go by the river.’

‘You’ll reach Oxford quicker by road, if only you will wait until it’s light.’

But already Jakob was tying the strings on his pack, easing on his long boots, taking his thick woollen cloak from its peg on the back of the door.

‘The river, Wim.’

And so, with a lantern to guide them and much head-shaking, Wim had led Jakob down through the quiet streets of St Katharine’s to the wharf. Jakob did not look behind him. He had never understood why his countrymen had chosen to live in the shadow of the Tower, with its message of power and death. He would be glad to be away from it.

Wim was known to all the rivermen, and it hadn’t taken long to find a barge carrying Portuguese wine and Flemish cloth upriver to Oxford. He paid the bargeman and thrust Nette’s hastily prepared parcel of bread, cheese and ham into Jakob’s hands, waving away the coins Hendricks held out to him to cover his passage. ‘May God prosper you, Jakob, and protect you.’

With little fuss, Hendricks had found a comfortable and quiet part of the boat to settle himself. The bargemen had no interest in him – a stranger’s business was none of theirs, if his money was good, and they had enough to attend to. It would have been better to have rested, slept, but his mind raced over the events of the previous day and night and would not let him. It had started at the coffee house, where it had been supposed to start, but he had found more at the coffee house than he had expected to and he did not quite understand it. And then there had been the night.

The clouds that had masked the moon through much of that night were shifting, and the jagged silhouette of the city stretching westwards revealed itself to him. It seemed a dangerous thing, a threatening thing, and he wondered for a minute that he had ever got out of it. He kept his eyes straight ahead as the barge went silently past Tower Wharf, as if the bargemen no more than he wanted to draw attention to themselves. At Billingsgate already there was life, and the stench of fish carried to him on the early-morning air almost made his stomach turn, his clenched stomach. The barge went carefully underneath the Bridge, Hendricks wondering about the weight of souls slumbering in the houses above them, whether they worried for the morrow in Cromwell’s England or met each new day with a confidence that they would return, safe at night, to their sleep once more.

But why would they not sleep safe in their beds, when there was that mighty church of St Paul’s rising so solid, so uncompromising, so English above the beast of the town that pressed upon it from all sides? It was difficult to comprehend that human beings, near half a million souls, could live, could breathe, in a place so crammed with those vertiginous buildings, storeys teetering one upon the other until it seemed they must topple over at any minute. And what unknown stories, intrigues, passions and failures played out their time in those streets and alleyways, up stairways, behind shutters and closed doors? What troubled fates stalked the unwary through those narrow, leaking passageways? As a grey light gradually revealed more of the town, it seemed that everything was turned to face the river as the only means of escape. It would not have surprised Hendricks to see men and women emerge from their darkened doorways, descend the steps from their riverside buildings into the waters of the Thames, and sink themselves beneath it.

But then, little surprised Hendricks. The places he had been and things he had seen over the past few years had led him to believe that nothing could shock him any more. That had all been changed by the events of last night.

It had begun innocuously enough: a promise of a pleasant musical evening in the presence of his countrymen, something to while away a few idle hours while he waited until the time was right to continue with his journey. A famous organist was in London, by permission of the Protector himself, and would give a performance of the music of Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck in the Dutch church at Austin Friars, prior to a private recital at Hampton Court, it was rumoured, before Cromwell’s own family.

As he and Wim had made their way to the church the previous evening, Jakob Hendricks had not been able to help but wonder at the blood of the Cromwells, the brazenness, the audacity that must run through the generations. He knew, of course, of old King Henry’s seizing of the monasteries, the great scheme for taking the revenues and crushing the power of the church, all masterminded by that other Cromwell over a hundred years ago. ‘The Augustinians had a friary here,’ Wim de Boer said, as they hurried along Broad Street towards Austin Friars. ‘Thomas Cromwell had it off them, for the King, he said. But up to the left there, the Drapers’ Hall on Throgmorton Street, that was the fine house Cromwell built himself on the spoil of the church and other honest men’s land. No one dared utter a word against him.’

‘Until he went to the executioner’s block,’ murmured Hendricks.

‘He was born too low and reached too high,’ said Wim.

‘And another of his line may well do the same.’

Wim shot his friend a look. ‘Be careful what you say, Jakob. Nowhere in London is free of Oliver Cromwell’s spies. Nowhere.’

Jakob nodded and composed his face accordingly as they turned into the old friary courtyard to join the throng of their fellow countrymen and women making their way into the church. Wim bought two programmes from Will Fiddler, the packman Jakob had met earlier in the day at Kent’s. The packman made the pair an exaggerated bow, which Wim ignored. ‘Sweelinck. I heard him play in the Oude Kerk when I was a boy, you know. You would be too young to remember I suppose, Jakob?’ A nod. ‘Magnificent. Magnificent. Let us see what nonsense Fiddler is peddling tonight, if any of it be true.’

As Wim entertained himself by reading through the programme and the supposed ‘Life’ of the great composer that Will Fiddler had cobbled together, now nodding sagely, at other times expostulating, ‘Nonsense! Sheer nonsense!’ Hendricks looked around the rapidly filling church. So many faces from home, known, familiar, vaguely familiar, having made their new life and remade their own community here, in this teeming city. He had to own to himself a certain pride in his countrymen – no one could do sober prosperity like the Dutch. Jakob looked down at his own clothing. He was never more comfortable than when garbed in his familiar, slightly worn old Dutch scholar’s robes, but Wim had made it plain that the company they were to keep tonight would require an effort of a higher order. Jakob Hendriks did not like to go out in the city as he now was, attired in his best silk suit, and even Wim had been somewhat taken aback at its fineness. Black, of course, as befitting a good Protestant scholar, but of markedly better quality than he was wont to wear around the halls of Leiden. The doublet was fashionably short, with slashed sleeves, allowing more display of his long white shirt than he was altogether comfortable with, and the billowing sleeves of that shirt would have been filthy by dinnertime in the course of a normal day. The wide breeches, trimmed with black linen lace to match the doublet, were at least comfortable, but the beribboned shoes he found the most awkwardly ostentatious of all. The effect, overall, was something almost courtly that did not sit entirely easily with the sturdy mercantile quality of his countrymen. The trouble was, there was no middle ground for Hendricks between the roles in life he had been called upon to play.

Soon, a small man, who it was said had learned at the feet of Sweelinck himself, seated himself at the organ; it seemed almost impossible that his short arms and legs could perform the task ahead of him, but even as he tuned the instrument, Hendricks became aware that he was about to listen to one of sublime gifts. The singers were taking their seats in the choir, and the two carpenters who had been making some last-minute adjustments to the pulpit steps had tidied away their gear and secreted themselves into a dark corner, behind where Hendricks and de Boer sat, that they too might hear what was to come. Soon all were settled, the Predikant having prayed God’s blessing on this evening to his glory, and formally introduced the organist, renowned throughout Germany and the Netherlands, who was to play before the Lord Protector himself during his visit to England.

A sense of anticipation washed through the congregation. They waited, and then he began, and truly, the sound was sublime, a gift from God offered back to God. As the magnificent strains of the Toccata in D rose from the pipes of the organ to fill the Dutch Church in Austin Friars, Jakob Hendricks closed his eyes and imagined himself back again in the Oude Kerk in Amsterdam, a young man almost swept away on the swell of sound from its organs. He’d known, even as a schoolboy in the scholars’ loft, that the music’s purpose was to focus his mind on the glory of God, but his mind, week by week, in those days almost twenty years ago now, had been taken up instead by a young girl who sat with her parents in the same pew each Sunday morning, across the nave and in full view of the scholars. Sometimes he would see her on Vijzelstraat or in Dam Square with her mother or a maid, buying chickens, or fish, or flowers. He had even smiled at her once, and she had inclined her head, very modestly, just for a moment. He had been possessed by her, left her flowers, notes, with never any reply. He had gone to his studies in Leiden thinking of her, come home in the vacations thinking of her, and then one summer vacation, three years after he had first noticed her, she was gone – another family filled the familiar pew in the Oude Kerk. After the sermon, he had asked his father about the family who used to sit there.

‘Oh,’ his father had said. ‘Jan Snelders. Went down with his goods on a voyage back from Java. Everything lost. The wife drowned herself in the Herengracht.’

‘There was a daughter, was there not?’

‘She was sent to the Weesehouse, I believe. He should have made better provision, Jan Snelders.’

The Weesehouse, where orphans and the children of those fallen in the world were sent to be educated, taught useful skills, where girls were trained to become good wives. He had never seen her again. After he had graduated in the Laws and entered upon his profession, he had called at the Weesehouse, once, in the hope that he might find her. But no, ‘I am sorry, Mijnheer. Mirjam Snelders left here almost two years ago. I cannot tell you where she went. No, I am sorry.’

He had never looked for her, never been able to persuade himself to marry another, but in this warm, packed church in London, as the toccata reached its triumphant end and he opened his eyes, Jakob Hendricks saw Mirjam Snelders for the first time in seventeen years. Her name was not Mirjam Snelders any more though, and the older, well-dressed merchant beside her, looking upon her with such proprietorial pride, was not her father, but her husband. More, it was the very same merchant, George Tavener, who had been so welcoming towards him in the coffee house that morning. Hendricks didn’t hear the fantasia that came next, nor the canon, nor the capriccio that followed it. The famous organist played one flawless piece after another. Halfway through his programme, to give his hands and feet some respite, the singers took up their parts, not religious, but secular – chansons, rimes, madrigals – to the delight of their audience, but to Jakob Hendricks’ ears, in his head, there was only unbearable noise.

When the final piece of music at last came to its end, approbation, at first respectful, became tumultuous. The little organist, exhausted, hung his head a moment over the keys, before turning and rising, crimson-cheeked and mopping his brow with a large linen handkerchief, to acknowledge the applause. Wim de Boer beamed happily. ‘Very fine, very fine,’ and all around them people were doing the same, until the organist finally made his exit from the loft. ‘Now you must excuse me a moment, Jakob,’ said Wim, ‘for I see Geert Stiegmans over there – I have a proposal for him, and he’s the very Devil of a fellow to get hold of. I’ll meet you out in the courtyard.’

Hendricks nodded, and somehow made his way through the great body of people that moved slowly and awkwardly, like a bear lumbering relentlessly out into the night. The cold air took him full in the face as he stepped out into the old courtyard of the Augustinian Friars. After the blaze of light and the stifling warmth of the church, the crispness of the night, the possibility of concealment, had rarely been so welcome. And yet, it was not quite dark enough. The walls of the courtyard were lit with torches, which cast light into corners that would otherwise have been dark, and lent the glowing faces of the crowd emerging from the church a quality that might have something demonic in it. He leaned against the outer wall of the portico and looked for her, and eventually she was there, only three yards from where he stood.

‘You will see your Mistress home,’ George Tavener was saying in English to two young men, who had already been waiting outside the church when Hendricks had found his way out. ‘I have some late business to attend to. See that she is not importuned, and that the doors in the house are all locked before you retire for the night.’ He turned next to Mirjam, and said to her in his strongly accented Dutch, ‘You go home now with Will and Peter, my dear. I will try not to waken you when I come in.’ And then he had kissed her and was gone. She was taking a moment to put on her gloves against the cold of the night, and the two young men waited patiently at either side of her. Some desperation seized Jakob Hendricks then, and he stepped out in front of her, about to remove his hat. She looked up. ‘Oh, I am sorry Mijnheer.’ She was apologising for being in his way, stepping aside to let him pass while she finished putting on her gloves. No recognition, not the merest flicker. The same modest, detached politeness that had almost shattered his young self one afternoon almost twenty years ago, outside a bookseller’s on the Kalverstraat, when he had ventured to speak to her. Jakob Hendricks was older now though, and knew the cost of an opportunity lost. He made to step towards her again, but the larger of the two clerks accompanying her moved towards him. ‘You will excuse us, Sir.’ There was little room for doubt that Jakob Hendricks should come no closer to George Tavener’s wife. And then, flanked by her chaperones, happily chatting to them about the wonderful evening she had just enjoyed, Mirjam Tavener had left the precincts of the Austin Friars without once looking back.

And now, in the early-morning light, Hendricks was resolved that he, too, would not look back. The barge had left the city behind, and was passing in front of the red-brick sprawl of Whitehall Palace, where Kings had held their courts, played at tennis and bowls, ridden in the lists, married, loved, danced, slept, died. Where Oliver Cromwell slept. Jakob pictured the Banqueting Hall of which he had so often heard, standing, brazen almost, beyond those walls, in the yard of which the English had separated their monarch’s head from his neck. He tried to imagine Cromwell, who had had the stomach to pen the executioner’s order that day, but not to witness the deed – how he had been then, in some council room, making a show of prayer as in that freezing yard the axe fell on his nation’s anointed king. He pictured Cromwell as he must be today, what he might be in a week’s time. But too fast; he was running ahead of himself, and there were many miles to travel yet to Oxford. They were approaching the Privy Stairs, and Jakob Hendricks hunkered down lower against the bolts of linen.

As the journey progressed, Jakob considered how he had always preferred water to land – he felt happier, safer. As a boy, looking down from his window high up in their house on the Keizersgracht, the water below had promised freedom, movement in a world restricted by convention, expectation, necessity. It had whispered the possibility of other places, other lives. Over the past few years he had come to understand that it could also be other things: a channel of communication, a swift means of escape. And now, on this barge making its way up the Thames, Jakob Hendricks knew he could trail his hand in the water and soon that water would be passing by London, almost unnoticed as London got on with the business of itself, out into the North Sea to mingle with the waters of the Elbe, the Maas, to crash against the dykes and fill the canals of Holland. All was connected: from tributaries, rivers, sea, to rivers, tributaries, canals. Jakob Hendricks, drifting past Hampton Court, where once cardinals and kings had played and now the Lady Protectress, that Huntingdon housewife, fretted for her husband, could dip his finger into the calm surface of these English waters and the ripples be felt in The Hague, Paris, Cologne, until Charles II might know he was free at last to take his father’s throne.




Seven

Revelations

Samuel was calling. Grace could hear him. Always, a few minutes before the first of the bells, she would hear her uncle call the coffee boy. ‘Up, lad, up! Why, when I was a soldier . . .’ and so it would go. ‘You would have been run through, the enemy would have been upon you, you would have been burned in your bed. Up!’ Did the old man ever sleep, she wondered? Did he ever truly sleep, or did the pain in his leg, that twisted, useless leg, keep him marching the floorboards through the night, waiting for the respite of the dawn? But the war was over now, and the time for marching done.

Grace ached with tiredness. She would have liked to lie in her bed, she often thought it, just lie in bed and listen to the city awaken. On this morning too, she would have given much to lie in her bed, wait for the bells, sleep on and on, but the city was wakening, and would soon be at their door.

As ever, on waking, as on drifting to sleep, her thoughts turned to Elias. Just last night, Will Fiddler had been teasing her uncle, as he was wont to do, about terrorising every suitor who came her way. Samuel had defended himself by listing Grace’s many virtues in the face of the innumerable failings of the generality of his customers. ‘And only a good man will take her from me. None but a good man.’ He had gazed fondly then at Elias, and Grace had not been able to keep herself from glancing in the same direction, and feeling a surge of warmth at the lawyer’s bashful smile.

Elias had returned in the evening, as was his habit, full of the talk and doings of the day from Clifford’s Inn and the Temple, anxious to talk about them again with whoever might be in the coffee house, seek new views, before going home at last to Maria to talk them out once more, and scribble down his thoughts as his supper grew cold.

Last night, he had been on a new topic: the rumours of Cromwell’s desire for an empire.

‘Do you truly think it will happen? A war on the Spaniards, for the Americas?’ Samuel had asked.

‘I hope not. Maria speaks more and more lately of the new beginnings that are to be made there. She would have us go and make a life in New England, in a freedom that is no longer to be had here.’

Grace had found herself gripping the counter as her stomach tightened. Only her uncle had noticed her reaction. He’d turned again to the young lawyer. ‘You would be missed, Elias, if you left us.’

Elias had shaken his head, animated. ‘But you would come too, you and Grace. Think, you could have a coffee house there, and I could have my own news-book, without censorship or fear of retribution . . .’

‘And the Man in the Moon might deliver to you fresh green cheese every day,’ a young clerk had laughed, before taking up his hat to go home for the night. But Grace hadn’t cared about the young clerk’s mockery because Elias hadn’t been listening to him; he’d been looking at her, and smiling.

Shortly afterwards, the bell of St Michael’s had sounded for six o’clock, and Will Fiddler had flown out the door to the printer’s, to collect some programmes he planned to sell at a recital at the Dutch Church that night. Grace had gone over to plump the cushions in the private booth, thinking of the woman who had been sitting there earlier in the day. Anne Winter had spoken to her with envy of Grace’s freedom, and of her own captivity in the gilded cage of Whitehall. And Grace had not, as others might have done, looked at the woman’s fine clothing and compared it with her own plain and serviceable dress, not coveted the smooth pale hands of Anne Winter that were not roughened by labour as her own were. Grace had understood; she had thought she could feel the woman’s presence still there, hours after she had gone. She’d almost finished her tidying when the door of the coffee house had opened, but she hadn’t looked up – it opened a hundred times a day at least. But then all the clamour of the coffee room had fallen to a silence that was broken only by her uncle’s voice. ‘John . . . Lieutenant . . .’

‘John will do, Samuel,’ the man had said.

By turning her head slightly, Grace had been able to see through the turned wooden bars at the back of the booth. She’d caught her breath. Standing in the middle of the coffee room floor had been a soldier of Cromwell’s New Model Army. He was certainly not the first soldier to cross her uncle’s threshold – many of Samuel Kent’s old comrades had found their way to Birchin Lane to take their pipe with him and talk over old campaigns before moving on. But this was no old soldier, nor ordinary infantryman either, but an officer of high rank, accustomed to command. Words spoken to her in this very booth only a few hours earlier had come back to her then: ‘some say he is the best-set man they have ever laid eyes on.’ Samuel had looked towards the counter, then the storeroom beyond; he’d called Grace’s name, but she had stayed exactly as she was, immobilised by the sight of Anne Winter’s husband.

*

Samuel had had no idea where Grace had got to. ‘Where on earth is the girl?’ Then he’d flicked a finger at the coffee boy. ‘Be quick! Bring a dish and pipe for the lieutenant.’

John Winter had interrupted him. ‘I have not come here for drink.’ He’d looked distractedly towards the table where the patrons were seated, his eyes resting for a moment on Elias, who nodded briefly to him. ‘I have come . . .’ His voice had become hoarse and he was having difficulty speaking. ‘I have come, Samuel, to talk of my wife.’

Samuel Kent’s mind had gone back nine years, and he’d seen before him not an officer, high in Cromwell’s favour, but a young parliamentary infantryman distraught over the loss of comrades in the field, and tonight there was the same pleading despair in that young man’s eyes.

Samuel’s hand had gone out to touch the lieutenant on the arm. ‘She was here, John, as I said in my note. She said she hadn’t been hurt in the carriage accident, wouldn’t allow that we called for you. She left, hours since. If you wish for help with a search . . .’ Samuel was already looking for his hat and coat.

Winter had shaken his head. ‘No, no, she is home, it is just – should she ever come here again, or should you ever hear tell of her alone somewhere in the city, will you send straight for me, keep her if you can? She – she is not well.’

‘You have my word on it, John.’

Winter had taken a breath and closed his eyes. ‘Thank you, Samuel.’ Then the young infantryman was gone, and the high-ranking officer, sure of his place and the respect due him, had returned. He’d looked once more at the table of patrons, his eye pausing a moment at the Scotsman, Campbell. Elias he’d studiously ignored this time, looking directly at Samuel to say, ‘And see you rein in the Sparrow too – he’s as good as asking the Lord Protector to wring his neck for him.’ Then he’d stridden from the coffee house, leaving not a few of the patrons staring at the coffee man.

‘I fought with him. A long time ago. A decent man.’ Those days were past and Samuel hadn’t been disposed to say any more. He’d limped back towards the counter. ‘Now where the Devil did Grace get to?’

*

The Scottish minister, Archibald Campbell, had also returned to the coffee house last night, this time without his younger companion. He’d looked with interest at Elias. ‘I think he knew you too.’

‘That was also a long time ago, in a church, in Putney.’ Grace had heard about it from Maria. They’d faced each other, Elias and John Winter, in the great debate of the Agreement of the People. At Putney, Elias believed he’d come within a hair’s breadth of winning Winter over. After Winter had left the coffee house, Grace had seen him look towards the door that only a minute earlier had closed behind the lieutenant. ‘He may stand high with the Protector, but that is not a man who is happy with the regime he serves.’

Elias had stayed a while longer, only half listening as Campbell droned on about sin, the Elect, and the Damned. Another time, Grace knew, he would have baited the man, played the Ranter, claimed, as he had heard the Ranters do, that to overcome sin, a man must know it in all its detail, experience, savour, wallow in it. That was one thing Cromwell’s crew had done, give them that; they had, with a few, well-published trials and torments, silenced the mania that their own dismantling of the established church had unleashed. But she’d seen that Elias had not had the stomach for it: it was as if seeing Winter again had reminded him of all the other chances lost. He’d extricated himself from the minister’s company at last, and come over to the booth, where she’d still been sitting, to bid her goodnight. As he’d come closer, his eye had been caught by the picture on the wall above her head, but Grace herself had been too intent on something she had found amongst the cushions to ask him what it was.

‘What?’ he’d said, dragging his eyes from the picture to look at the object she’d been holding up to the candlelight. ‘Like blood in the snow,’ she’d repeated. ‘She must have lost it when she was in here earlier today, John Winter’s wife.’ It was a brooch, a ruby heart surrounded by pearls. It was worth more than anything Grace Kent had ever touched. She’d been transfixed. ‘Just like blood.’

‘Samuel will see it gets back to her,’ Elias had said, distracted, his eyes back on the painting. ‘I must go now.’

Grace had a vague memory of replying to him, ‘Yes, Maria will be waiting, you should go.’

Often, they would prolong these last exchanges before Elias finally left for home, but neither of them had been disposed to last night. And now, it was another day, and there was much to make ready for the first customers of the morning. Grace wearily swung her legs out of bed and began to prepare herself to go down and help her uncle.

*

By the time George Tavener arrived at Kent’s, the first pot was ready, the second under preparation, and the coffee room was filling up. Gabriel had been round the table already, refilling bowls, fetching more pipes. Samuel watched as Tavener heaved himself wearily into the first available seat and nodded gratefully as the boy placed his dish in front of him.

‘A bad night?’ guessed Samuel.

‘Three hours of dismal organ groaning and wailings in French and Italian and God knows, all endured from the comfort of a hard wooden pew with no cushion. These Dutch have a great fear of enjoying themselves, Samuel, I’ll tell you.’

‘Ah, but your Mirjam is as light and joyful as a bird, George, I have never seen her one day miserable.’

Tavener’s face softened. ‘You’re right, Samuel. And it is because you are so often right that I come to your coffee house above all others, that and the best coffee in the city,’ and he took an appreciative sip that seemed to restore him further. ‘And what news do you have for me today, my old friend, to send me on my business full-informed?’

‘Very little.’ Samuel shrugged apologetically. ‘We were tardy in opening up, and missed poor Will Fiddler, who will have spread news of our sloth all over town by now, I am sure.’

Tavener grunted and looked round at his fellow drinkers. ‘And Elias? It is not like him to be a slug-a-bed.’

Samuel glanced at Grace, who did not turn around from the dresser, where she was setting out new crockery. He saw her hand pause on a small finian of fine Chinese porcelain, come there from Java on a Dutch ship docked only yesterday. She traced the rim of the cup with her finger. ‘Elias has not been in yet this morning.’ Samuel worried for his niece, should anything befall him, and wished the lawyer would make his feelings for her clear.

A moment or two later, the street door opened, and several curious pairs of eyes turned towards it, only to be disappointed by the sight of Archibald Campbell. He was more unkempt than he had been the day before, his hair not so well-brushed, his shoes dusty, his eyes red from lack of sleep.

Staring wildly round the room, Campbell dismissed the conventional pleasantries. ‘Is he here? Has he been here?’

‘Who?’ asked George Tavener.

‘Zander Seaton. Has he been here?’

Samuel shook his head. ‘I have not seen him since he left here yesterday afternoon.’

Campbell sat down, breathless suddenly, and a little deflated. ‘No more have I.’ By the time Grace set a dish of the steaming black liquid in front of him, he had become a little less agitated. He took a gulp that Samuel thought must surely have burnt his throat, and then a second. He scanned the table. ‘No news today, then?’ he said, pushing aside a copy of Mercurius Politicus already thoroughly read.

Someone at the bottom of the table started to tell a well-worn tale about a prophetess who had set up in Holborn, and pronounced the doom of the Protector, but he was interrupted by the sudden arrival of Will Fiddler, hurrying through the door as quickly as his pack would allow him. Usually, he was buzzing with every rumour the streets and alleys around the Exchange had to offer, and a few of his own fancy to boot, but today there was a different look on his face. Before anyone could ask him, ‘What news?’ his hat was off, and leaning on the bannister for breath he said, ‘Have you heard? Surely you have heard?’

Samuel hobbled over to him. ‘Calm, yourself, Will, we have heard nothing. What has happened? What is amiss?’

Will Fiddler took another breath. ‘John Winter is dead, murdered. Last night, in Whitehall. His throat cut a yard from his own door.’

Samuel took a step back, colour draining from his face. ‘No.’

Will nodded vigorously. ‘But aye, Samuel, I tell you, it is so. Cromwell roars like a thing demented and vows vengeance on every sinner.’

‘And his wife?’ asked Tavener, half risen from the table.

‘Winter’s? Out of her senses. Covered in blood.’ Fiddler was carried away with his tale. ‘It was she, they say, that found him. Wouldn’t let go, even after he was long dead, I heard. Had to be pulled away. Wouldn’t have the blood washed off her . . .’ The coffee boy was helping Fiddler off with his pack, showing him to a chair, and still the packman talked. ‘The soldiers will be everywhere now, you see if I’m wrong.’

By the end of half an hour, Samuel knew there would be few in London, in England in fact, who had not been named, in his and in every other coffee house in the city, as being behind the death of John Winter. Royalists – they were always first, and safe to cry down. And then the Republicans, old Levellers, angry that the army had gone out of their control; dislodged parliamentarians, with a grievance; radicals, sectaries, Presbyterians – he cast an eye towards Campbell; old generals, angry at being replaced; new generals, anxious to come closer to power.

The babble of the coffee house, which had risen to a considerable height, was soon brought to a sharp end when the door flew open, and a boy, one of George Tavener’s runners, burst in. ‘Sir, you must come out.’

Tavener stood up. ‘What is the matter? Is there a ship down? Not the Black Hind?’

The boy shook his head, still struggling for breath. ‘Worse, much worse.’

The merchant’s face greyed, and his voice was little more than a whisper. ‘What could be worse, boy? Not the Mistress . . . tell me.’

‘Damian Seeker. They say Damian Seeker is on his way here.’

Samuel stopped in his stoking of the fire. ‘Here? To my coffee house?’

The boy gulped and nodded.

‘Dear God,’ said Fiddler, almost to himself. ‘We are done for.’
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